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Introduction 
"Get the women, if you want to hold the men": 
Reconsidering the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's Committee 
At the 1921 Iowa State Fair, Sarah Elizabeth Richardson, a farm woman from 
Mahaska County, Iowa, made an appeal for the inclusion of women in the Iowa Farm Bureau 
Federation (IFBF). She asserted that, "the Federation machine, great and glorious though it 
is, will never be able to function 100 percent efficiently until the women have climbed into 
the bandwagon." In order to guarantee success for the organization, she urged the IFBF 
leadership to "get the women, if you want to hold the men."1 This speech prompted the 
organization's leaders to act, and five months later, in April 1922, the IFBF Secretary, E.H. 
Cunningham, convened a group of eleven women to discuss how women might contribute to 
the organization on the state level. This meeting led to the creation of an interim Women's 
Committee, which became a permanent entity the following year. 2 
After serving fifteen years as the chairman of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation's 
Women's Committee (IFBFWC), Richardson still eagerly promoted mutuality within the 
organization. In 1937, she wrote that both men and women must be "interested and active" 
members, so that the goal of "a happy, contented, prosperous family on every farm" might be 
achieved. As was typical of women in the Farm Bureau, Richardson concluded, "the 
women's committee in state, county, and township and school district is not a division, but 
rather a commission to carry out the program."3 
1 Sarah Elizabeth Richardson, Iowa Farm Bureau Messenger, September 1921, 1. 
2 Throughout this study the Iowa Farm Bureau Women's Committee will be referred to as the 
IFBFWC and the "Women's Committee." Use of the phrase "Farm Bureau women" will most often refer to all 
women participating in IFBF activities at the township, county, and state levels. 
3 Richardson, "Women and the Farm Bureau," Iowa Bureau Farmer, January 1937, 15. 
The women of the IFBFWC would continue to see themselves in this way, as viable 
contributors, not simply as helpers. Iowa women differed from those in other states because 
they established their committee as an equal component, not an auxiliary, of the main 
organization. As reflected in their writings and official handbooks, the women of the Farm 
Bureau put forth the rhetoric that they were not subordinate to men in the organization, and 
their programs on rural health, education, recreation, politics, and the home were an 
2 
indispensable part of bettering the lives of farm people. This study will examine the 
evolution of the Women's Committee, and its place in the IFBF, with particular attention to 
the ways that Farm Bureau women expressed themselves as activists. The story of agriculture 
in the twentieth century is one of advancing technology, the growth of commercial 
agriculture, and the exodus of economically marginal farmers. Most historical research has 
emphasized the ways in which these changes affected women's roles within the farm home, 
but this study will show how changes not only in agriculture, but also American culture and 
politics, affected farm women's public involvement.4 
The IFBF has been the most popular and most powerful farm organization in the state 
since its formation in 1919. After Illinois, Iowa has competed with Indiana for the second 
highest number of members in the Unites States; even at its low point in 1933, the IFBF still 
retained a membership of just over 21,000 individuals and farm families. 5 The state 
organization brought together county farm bureaus, which had been in existence since 1912, 
in order to consolidate their educational, cooperative, political efforts. The IFBF has always 
4 The two most thorough studies on farm women and technology are Katherine Jellison, Entitled to 
Power: Farm Women and Technology, 1913-1963 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993), and 
Mary Neth, Preserving the Family Farm: Women, Community, and the Foundations of Agribusiness in the 
Midwest, 1900-1940 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995). 
5 Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Records, MS 105, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State 
University, Ames, Iowa. 
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been an organization for the conservative farmer, and historian Lowell K. Dyson believed 
that much of its initial popularity came as a reaction to radical organizations, such as the 
Non-Partisan League, just after the First World War. Another reason for its conservatism was 
the alliance between the IFBF and the Cooperative Extension Service.6 The IFBF saw itself 
as the social and political counterpart, as well as a partial financial contributor, to the 
government-sponsored Extension Service. Both groups agreed that traditional politics, 
education, and mechanization, not radical political action, would bring about positive 
changes for farm families. The IFBF, as well as Farm Bureaus in other states, were also 
closely allied with business interests, and even sponsored their own marketing and insurance 
programs. Railroad companies were early supporters of Extension work, and supposedly 
Sears Roebuck, International Harvester, and the Chicago Board of Trade each contributed $1 
million to the nationwide farm bureau movement in its early years. 7 
The IFBF also garnered support by promoting itself as a non-partisan, family 
organization, where members joined, paid dues, and voted as family units. Women were 
active in the county farm bureaus as leaders and members since the 1910s, but only one, a 
home demonstration agent, was present at the inaugural meeting of the IFBF in January 
1919. In 1920, the IFBF Board adopted a resolution recognizing the lack of interest on the 
part of "the farmer's wife in the Farm Bureau organization, due no doubt to the lack of 
knowledge as to the status of the farmer's wife in the ranks of the organization."8 By 1924, 
however, the Women's Committee had organized over 1,100 townships, and in 1925 their 
6 Lowell K. Dyson, "Farmers' Organizations," The Greenwood Encyclopedia of American Institutions 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1986) 14. 
7 Ibid., 15. 
8 Donald B. Groves and Kenneth Thatcher, The First Fifty: History of the Farm Bureau in Iowa (Des 
Moines: Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1968) 51. 
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programs had reached an estimated 158,000 women in the state. 9 Within just a few years of 
its formation, the Women' s Committee established itself as an integral and indispensable part 
of the IFBF. The members' primary purpose was to promote social and community issues 
and to campaign for the betterment of rural life. In addition, women's timely incorporation 
into the IFBF, just after the passage of the 19th amendment, doubled the electoral power for 
farm interests. 
The first Women's Committee consisted of eleven members, with one representative 
from each congressional district. In 1932, when reapportionment reduced the number of 
congressional districts, the IFBF divided the state into nine new districts, and the Women's 
Committee adjusted accordingly. Delegates from each district nominated and elected the 
District Committee Women and the State Chairman. The State Chairman acted as the main 
spokesperson for women in the organization, and as such, gained a permanent seat on the 
Executive Committee. As mentioned previously, Richardson was the first to hold this seat in 
1922 as an ex-officio member. When the IFBF drafted new articles of incorporation in 1935, 
the Women's Committee Chairman became a voting member, due to the efforts of 
Richardson and Ruth Buxton Sayre. Women were also involved in county and township 
Farm Bureaus. At their initial meeting in 1922, the IFBFWC called for each township to have 
a female vice-president to be the chairman of the township women' s committee and the 
leader of home projects. Until 1954, when the IFBF and the Cooperative Extension Service 
officially severed their ties, Farm Bureau women were in charge of developing and giving 
direction to Home Economics Extension projects on the county and township levels . 10 
9 Ibid., 54. 
IO Ibid., 51-55. 
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Women made significant contributions to the IFBF and worked through the 
organization to better rural life, yet their efforts have been largely overlooked. The study of 
women and the IFBF is problematic for several reasons, the main reason being that there are 
few objective, scholarly studies on the IFBF and the American Farm Bureau Federation 
(AFBF). The IFBF has produced two histories of its organization, The First Fifty: History of 
the Farm Bureau in Iowa, and The First Five of the Second Fifty, both by D.B. Groves and 
Kenneth Thatcher. These histories are useful in understanding the positions of the IFBF on 
key issues, as well as significant events in the organization's history, and they are the only 
volumes to provide information on the Women's Committee in the 1960s; yet, they are both 
geared toward membership and therefore lack scholarly analysis. On the other end of the 
spectrum, Grant McConnell's 1953 study, The Decline of Agrarian Democracy, and Samuel 
R. Berger's 1971 book, Dollar Harvest: the Story of the Farm Bureau, offer critical analyses 
of the AFBF, and cast the organization in a decidedly negatively light while entirely 
neglecting the participation of women. 11 
One of the most balanced and objective works on the IFBF is Kimberly Porter's 1995 
dissertation, "Striving for a Square Deal: the Roots, Formation, Early Years and 
Transformation of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1914-1928." Porter included 
information on the early years of the IFBFWC, and demonstrated how the Women's 
Committee related to the rest of the organization. The only shortcoming of her work, as it 
applies to this study, is that it ends in 1928 when the IFBFWC had been in existence for just 
11 Donald B Groves and Kenneth Thatcher, The First Fifty: History of the Farm Bureau in 
Iowa (Des Moines: Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1968); Groves and Thatcher, The First Five of the Second 
Fifty (Lake Mills, Iowa: Graphic Publishing Company, 1974); Grant McConnell, The Decline of Agrarian 
Democracy (Berkley: University of California Press, 1953); Samuel R. Berger, Dollar Harvest: the Story of the 
Farm Bureau (Lexington, MA: Heath Lexington Books, 1971). 
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six years. Julie McDonald's 1980 biography of Ruth Buxton Sayre provides good 
background for the IFBFWC during the 1930s and 1940s, when Sayre was most active, but it 
lacks citations and does not include much information on other members, or how the 
organization functioned.12 
The IFBFWC, as well as the gradual changes in farm women's activism, have also 
been overlooked in much recent scholarship on rural women. In his 1989 book Shake-out: 
Iowa Farm Families in the 1980s, Mark Friedberger asserted that during the farm crisis of 
the 1980s, female leadership was something new, and that some women actually benefited 
from the crisis because whereas their husband's farming careers had been ruined, women 
could step in and take control. He went on to argue that activism had become "feminized," 
and less direct in nature, a factor that kept workers during the farm crisis from escalating 
action into violence. 13 This analysis completely ignored the ideas that women's activism had 
been developing over several decades, and that most farm groups did not employ drastic 
means of protest. 
Historians Mary Neth and Loma Clancy Miller offered a more effective argument by 
suggesting that women developed a "volunteer approach to involvement" in response to their 
exclusion from major organizations and electoral processes. Women built upon their past 
experiences to form "cooperative endeavors for their newly created groups" in the 1980s, and 
successfully promoted cooperation between organizations working for changes in 
12 Kimberly Porter, "Striving for a Square Deal: the Roots, Formation, Early Years and Transformation 
of the Iowa Fann Bureau Federation, 1914-1928," Ph.D. diss., (University oflowa, 1995); Julie McDonald, 
Ruth Buxton Sayre: First Lady of the Farm (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1980). 
13 Of women benefiting from the crisis, Friedberger wrote: " .. . it was the wife who was able to grow 
in stature and to discover a new role for herself. For years she had been satisfied with her duties as homemaker 
and nurturer. Now she became the dominant member of the household and active in community affairs. Without 
her leadership and support, her husband might have suffered a complete breakdown. The farm crisis that ruined 
her husband's career gave his wife a new dimension and meaning." Mark Friedberger, Shake-out: Iowa Farm 
Families in the 1980s, (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1989), 112, 82. 
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agricultural policies.14 Yet, like Friedberger, Neth and Miller did not de~elop a complete 
discussion on the influences of earlier efforts to organize farm women under the banner of 
agriculture. In a separate article by Neth, "Building the Base: Farm Women and the Rural 
Community and Farm Organizations in the Midwest, 1900-1940," she described the 
importance women's organizations prior to 1950. She put forth the idea that women 
"intensified loyalty and group cohesiveness" by connecting political aspects of organizations 
with community traditions, and thereby expanded grassroots support. Though she did not 
extend her discussion beyond the early post-Second World War period, her study set up the 
fundamental idea that women developed their identities as agricultural activists over time, 
not simply when crises called them to action. 
Still, another problem with studies of rural women's activism is that scholars have 
chosen to analyze organizations from a gendered perspective. Because the Farm Bureau 
women embraced ideas of "social housekeeping," scholars have dismissed the Farm Bureau 
as ineffective simply because it did not promote gender equity. The central theme in the 
gendered perspective is that as technology advanced and farm homes became mechanized, 
farm women stopped contributing their labor to the maintenance of the family farm, and 
therefore lost their identities as farm producers. Corlann G. Bush, in her article, "'He Isn't 
Half so Cranky as He Used to Be': Agricultural Mechanization, Comparable Worth, and the 
Changing Farm Family," wrote that although farm women benefited from labor saving 
14 Loma Clancy Miller and Mary Neth, "Farm Women in the Political Arena," in Women and 
Farming: Changing Roles, Changing Structures, ed. Wava G. Haney and Jane B. Knowles, (Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press, 1988), 358, 378. 
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appliances and modem conveniences, these changes left women without a "context" for their 
skills, and reduced them from "co-manager to farm wife."15 
Compounding this problem is the controversial nature of Farm Bureau principles, 
which were conservative in nature, and favored large, mechanized (and supposedly more 
prosperous) farms at the expense of tenants and small-scale producers. Mary Neth reasoned 
that the Farm Bureau, with its gender specific programs, imposed the urban, middle class 
ideal of "separate spheres," on farm households, and ended mutuality between farm couples. 
Programs that placed men as producers and women as consumers "elevated male business 
concerns to the position of the principal community need, and subordinated and narrowed the 
view of women's role to that of homemakers, ignoring the crucial activity of women in 
organizing rural communities." Furthermore, she believed that because the Farm Bureau 
endorsed large, commercial farms, and they organized on the township and county levels, the 
organization ignored the importance of local interests and neighborhood social networks.16 
Likewise, historian Katherine Jellison mistakenly assumed that because the Farm 
Bureau was a conservative organization, it did not offer women an activist voice. Jellison 
compared the Farm Bureau to the more radical Farmer's Union, and stated that "In contrast 
to the Farm Bureau, the Farmers' Union did not have a separate women' s association, and it 
offered women an equal voice in the formation of policy." She went on to write that the 
women in the Farmers' Union experienced greater freedom to develop their talents and 
leadership skills. While it is true that the women in the Iowa Farmer' s Union Women's 
15 Corlann Gee Bush, "'He Isn't Half so Cranky as He Used to Be': Agricultural Mechanization, 
Comparable Worth, and the Changing Farm Family," in To Toil the Livelong Day: America's Women at Work, 
Carol Gronernan and Mary Beth Norton, eds. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 221 . 
16 Mary Neth, Preserving the Family Farm : Women, Community, and the Foundations of Agribusiness 
in the Midwest, 1900-1940 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995),130, 134. 
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Auxiliary were active members, Jellison's comparison does not hold true for the IFBF, which 
offered women the same opportunities to be active on the local, county, state, and national 
levels. 17 
The gendered perspective limits the discussion on farm women's changing roles in 
two ways: first, because it views farm women in ways that they did not view themselves, and 
secondly, because active farm women defended agricultural interests. A more suitable 
approach to analyzing farm women would be through discussions of class and occupational 
groupings. Farm Bureau women identified themselves first as farmers, as members of a 
distinct occupational group, with needs and objectives very different from urban workers. 
Yet, stratification also existed among farmers, and most members of the IFBFWC belonged 
to the middling classes from prosperous and "progressive" farms . Sociologist Cornelia Butler 
Flora recognized the importance of this approach with the observation that farm women 
usually rejected "questions of women's rights." Because work and family were more closely 
related for farm families than for urban families, "the class interests of women are much 
more visible."18 The removal of farm women from farm production, via modern equipment, 
might have taken them closer to urban ideals, but it did not change their status as farm 
women in larger social structures. Farm women were still connected to agriculture through 
their husbands, they relied on agricultural policies and commodity prices to maintain their 
standards of living, and they still experienced a way of life different, even in subtle ways, 
than their urban counterparts. 
17 Katherine Jellison, Entitled to Power: Farm Women and Technology, 1913-1963 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 78 . 
18 Cornelia Butler Flora, "Farm Women, Farming Systems, and Agricultural Structure: Suggestions for 
Scholarship," Rural Sociology 1, no. 6 (1981): 386. 
10 
The class approach, and the consideration of farming as an occupational group, is 
especially helpful when considering the IFBFWC; the committee members based their goals 
on their status as farm wives, not as women. They did not pursue gender equity because to do 
so would not have helped them achieve their social and political goals related to agriculture. 
In 1920, there were 209,232 male farm operators and 4,207 female farm operators in Iowa, 
indicating that at the founding of the IFBFWC, the majority of adult farm women were 
connected to farms as wives. 19 Members of the Women's Committee shared in this identity, 
but they also shared similar class characteristics. All of the chairs of the Women's 
Committee between 1922 and 1968 had at least some college, and all, except Ruth Sayre, had 
been school teachers before marriage. They came from middle class backgrounds and they 
adhered to Progressive ideals of development through education. 
Farm Bureau committee women were aware of their middle-class status, but they 
emphasized their identity as farm women and their ability to create solidarity with all farm 
women regardless of their financial well-being or educational backgrounds. In 1945, Bess 
Short Newcomer, a regular columnist for the Iowa Bureau Farmer, wrote an article 
attempting to make committee women appear more "human." She wrote that occasionally 
new members had "asked the more glamorous ones on our committee 'Are you from 
Ames?"' which implied education and a connection with Iowa State College and the 
Cooperative Extension Service. Despite this, Newcomer went on to say that most farm 
people realized that committee women were more than "organization robots drifting in and 
out of the counties on magic carpets," and instead were "farm women trying to accomplish 
19 14th U.S. Census of the Population, 1920, http: //fisher.lib .virginia.edu/cgi-local/censusbin, 
INTERNET, 7 October 2002. 
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the twin jobs of running farm homes and getting in some good plugs for Farm Bureau."20 The 
women took pride in their activities, and while they did not outwardly discriminate on the 
basis of class, they were aware of differences between themselves and others. 
Members of the Women's Committee, like many women after 1920, probably found 
it easier to address their political concerns through women's organizations rather than the 
electoral arena or political parties. Like their urban, middle-class counterparts, members 
carried on the separatist tradition that had defined women's activism since the mid-nineteenth 
century. 21 Historian Anne Firor Scott noted that as long as women had limited access to the 
existing professional, religious, and political institutions, "voluntary associations became a 
place to exercise the public influence otherwise denied them."22 During the first half of the 
twentieth century, such clubs and associations were common in every part of the United 
States, and were a socially acceptable means by which middle class women could spend their 
leisure time. Guidebooks and primers instructed women on how to set up new clubs, and 
exalted women's roles in bettering society. For example, in her 1938 guidebook, Cavewoman 
to Clubwoman: a Primer for Club Women, Rose L. Brown wrote, "Clubwomen must be 
brave enough to announce that they are fighting for honesty and justice. They must continue 
to work on the side of truth and righteousness."23 Although the IFBFWC was not an 
auxiliary, it differed from other women's clubs because it functioned as a component of a 
larger, male-dominated organization. Nonetheless, the Women's Committee set its own 
20 Bess Newcomer, "And Odyssey of a Committeewoman," Iowa Bureau Farmer 9, no. 12 (December 
1945), 16. 
21 Nancy F. Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 85. 
22 Anne Firor Scott, Natural Allies: Women's Associations in American History (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1991 ), 177. 
23 Rose L. Brown, Cavewoman to Clubwoman: a Primer for Clubwomen (Philadelphia: Dorrance and 
Company, 1938), 105. 
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agenda, carried out its own programs, and shaped the policies of the IFBF through accepting 
voting seats on the Executive, Legislative, and Resolutions committees. 
Between the 1920s and the early 1950s, the IFBFWC encouraged women to engage 
in home demonstration programs not because it wanted to remove women from farm 
production, but because it believed a reduced workload would help women be better farm 
wives, who were active in the business of their husbands. In addition, Farm Bureau women 
hoped to bring culture, education, and aesthetic beauty into the farm home. They wanted to 
improve rural life by promoting larger, more prosperous family farms, which they hoped 
would reduce rural poverty and the characteristic hardships of farm life. Far from 
encouraging isolation and listless leisure, Farm Bureau women met to exchange ideas, learn 
new skills, and become more engaged in the issues affecting agriculture. The women were 
essentially the liberal arm of the IFBF, and it was their push for social reform that would 
enable the IFBF to stay connected to social issues. 
This is not to say that the IFBFWC was without drawbacks, as it did exclude radical 
women, or farm women reluctant to adopt Extension Service advice. According to Jellison, 
the percentage of farm women who accepted Extension Service practices increased according 
to farm size; while 38 percent of women on large farms welcomed new methods, only 26 
percent of women on small farms did the same. Likewise, 85 percent of women in Farm 
Bureau families implemented Extension Service advice, while only 20 percent of women in 
non-Farm Bureau families accepted such assistance.24 This indicates the class divisions 
between members and non-members, which tells more about the identities of women 
activists in the IFBF than would a gendered perspective. 
24 Jellison, 62. 
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The foundation of this study will rest in an analysis of class and .occupation, but it 
will also consider several other factors that affected women's participation in the IFBF, 
including movements to improve standards of living in rural areas, changing social 
expectations for rural women, the separation from the Extension Service in 1954, the Farm 
Bureau emphasis on technology, and changes in leadership. The first chapter will examine 
how the IFBF and the Cooperative Extension first reached out to women through home 
demonstration programs. Male IFBF leaders welcomed women's leadership, and newly 
acquired voting rights; the Extension Service encouraged women to join the organization, 
and quickly set up leadership networks that extended through the school district, township, 
county, and state levels. Though farm women in the 1920s and 1930s emphasized projects in 
homemaking, they also helped to build the training school system, which enabled women to 
take on leadership roles in their counties and communities. As the IFBF struggled to maintain 
membership numbers through times of economic crisis and the Great Depression, many 
county agents considered the women's activities as the mainstay of county Farm Bureau 
programs. As farm families weathered hard financial times, women showed considerable 
enthusiasm for learning about child care, nutrition, and inexpensive methods for 
homemaking. 
The second chapter begins by exploring administrative changes in 1937, when Ruth 
Buxton Sayre assumed leadership of the IFBFWC, and Farm Bureau women started to 
become even more active in securing social and economic improvements for rural areas . For 
the next ten years, under Sayre's leadership, the IFBFWC consolidated their statewide 
efforts, made significant progress in securing their demands, and also in increasing their 
status within the organization. During the late 1930s and 1940s, women began to emerge as 
14 
agricultural activists, an idea which is reflected in the writings of Bess Short Newcomer. A 
regular columnist for the Iowa Bureau Farmer, Newcomer often spoke for the IFBFWC and 
demonstrated that women took an active stance on agricultural issues during the Great 
Depression, the Second World War, and the immediate post-war period. They shifted their 
focus from homemaking to community issues, such as rural school consolidation, healthcare, 
libraries, publicity, leadership training, and other programs that would come to fruition 
within the next few decades. 
The final chapter examines the period between 1950 and 1971, when members of the 
IFBFWC continued to develop programs set in motion by Sayre, and also had to balance 
their progressive tradition with Cold War politics and rapid changes in farm and home 
technology. In addition, in 1954, when the federal government ordered the Extension Service 
and the Farm Bureau to separate their activities, women lost their responsibility for practical 
educational programs. Yet, by that time women no longer demanded practical education in 
homemaking on a large scale because electrification and modem appliances enabled them to 
become consumers. With automatic washers, electric ovens, and freezers to ease the burden 
of housework, many farm women found their responsibilities had changed. Rather than 
contributing their labor to the farming operation, women increasingly financed 
modernization by taking off-farm work and procuring cash income. Within the IFBF, women 
continued to promote health care, farm safety, and rural school consolidation, but they also 
began to consider international relations and trade, the dangers of communism, civil defense, 
and the civil disobedience of other groups. Though they generally supported civil rights and 
opposed the Vietnam conflict, Farm Bureau women frankly objected to direct action as a 
means to accomplish change. Such attitudes brought out their conservative nature, and 
perhaps limited the ability of the IFBFWC to reach out to young or radical women. 
This study provides an introduction to the IFBFWC by exploring the general social, 
economic, and political trends that affected Iowa farm women between 1921 and 1971. For 
the most part, Farm Bureau women probably did not consider themselves activists in the 
traditional sense. They never marched, picketed, or participated in direct actions under the 
banner of the IFBF; they worked for gradual change, and addressed practical, accepted 
issues, such as bettering rural life, that few could refute in principle. Yet, in their own way 
they spoke out; women of the IFBFWC refused to accept that farm families had to accept 
substandard living conditions, and through their interest in agricultural issues, they showed 
that even with advancing technology, farming was a family business. 
15 
Chapter One: 
"The Pure and Sparkling Influence": Seeking a Place 
for Women in the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1921-1936 
16 
In January 1922, at the Annual Convention of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
(IFBF), Secretary E.H. Cunningham was pleased to report "the women of the state, under 
well directed efforts of their leaders, are fast developing, what has been too long in coming, a 
due recognition of their right to be a part of the influence that is to determine fundamental 
policies for directing destinies of our people ... We should bid them God speed and stand 
aside and permit them to carry on."1 At first glance, these words seem strangely inappropriate 
for the organization in early 1922; aside from the appointment of Mrs. W.A Tanner to the 
Education Committee in 1921, women had not attained any leadership positions in the IFBF 
since its inception in 1919, and the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's Committee 
(IFBFWC) would not become a permanent entity until 1923.2 Yet this absence of women on 
the state level was well overshadowed by the growing force of female leadership at the 
county and township levels. 
In September 1916, Black Hawk County was the first in Iowa to organize a women's 
program, under the direction of a Home Demonstration Agent (HDA), and with the First 
World War calling women to service the following year, counties, such as Scott and 
Marshall, quickly established women's programs out of patriotic fervor. 3 In counties where 
1 E.H. Cummingham, Annual Report, Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Annual Convention, Des Moines 
(10-11 January 1922), Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Records, MS 105, Special Collections, Parks Library, 
Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. (Hereafter cited as IFBF Records) 
2 In the time period covered in this paper, married women of the IFBF were referred to by their 
husbands' names. When possible, the women's proper names will be used in this paper even if citations used 
their husband's names. 
3 Kimberly Porter, "Striving for a Square Deal: the Roots, Formation, Early Years and 
17 
Farm Bureaus could not secure adequate popular or financial support for a home 
de,nonstration agent, women formed their own committees to oversee projects and activities. 
In December 1920, the Mahaska County Extension Agent, A.H. Thurman, praised the work 
of Sarah Elizabeth Richardson, who was not a HDA, in organizing the county's women into 
active Farm Bureau Members. "The women's work has proven very effective in getting the 
men in various townships more interested in their work," Thurman wrote. "Many men have 
joined the Farm Bureau and attended meetings who would not otherwise do it were it not for 
the women's organization."4 
In the first fifteen years of the IFBFWC, local activities were the most important 
factor in garnering members and developing female leaders. During the 1920s and 1930s, 
women's initial participation in the IFBF relied entirely on the development of the Iowa State 
Cooperative Extension Service, and the emergence of home demonstration programs. Unlike 
other farm organizations, the IFBF benefited from its close connection to the Extension 
Service, whose agents took an active interest in strengthening the organization. This afforded 
a touch of statewide consistency, especially in the agents' insistence that men and women not 
have entirely separate organizations. The Extension Service claimed to work with all farm 
organizations, but agents actively reported on their efforts to organize county Farm Bureaus. 
At the same time, they maintained diplomatic and detached relationships with other groups, 
including the Iowa Farmers' Union, cooperatives, and the Grange. 5 Because of this 
Transformation of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1914-1928," Ph.D. diss., (University oflowa, 1995) 99; 
James R. Howard, Papers, MS-157, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa; 
"Scott County," Annual Narrative Reports of County Extension Agents, (State oflowa, 1917), 2 (Hereafter cited 
as ANR) . The Farm Bureau women's group in Scott County was first known as "The Patriotic Home League." 
4 "Mahaska County," ANR, (1920), 5. 
5 The degree to which Extension agents cooperated with organizations other than the Farm Bureau 
varied greatly from county to county, and over time. In 1922, for example, the agent for Cherokee County, Glen 
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partnership, the IFBF could sell its organization on the principles of scientific and political 
education and long-term rural development, rather than simply lighting political fires within 
the hearts of farm people. This held true for many rural Iowa women, who did not necessarily 
join the IFBF because they desired to become politically active, but rather because the IFBF 
and the Extension Service offered opportunities for practical education, social interaction, 
and local leadership. 6 
The Extension Service also allowed the IFBF to broaden its reach into local 
communities. Home demonstration agents and women's committees used a system of 
training schools, where county leaders would instruct small groups of township 
representatives and school district cooperators in demonstration projects or organizational 
activities. The method of filtering information through local instructors, developed by Neale 
S. Knowles, head of the Home Economics division of the Cooperative Extension Service, 
allowed agents and county leaders to reach fifteen to twenty times the number of households 
A. Ellis, reported that there had "splendid cooperation" with the Iowa Farmers ' Union (IFU) in the southern part 
of the county, and that "friendly relations exist in all cases." He did not specify the ways in which he worked 
with the IFU, but again in 1924, Ellis reported that in Cherokee County "there has never been any open 
antagonism between the IFU and the Farm Bureau." In contrast, Warren County agent Fred Overly reported in 
1921 that cooperation with the Farmer's Union fell apart after the election of new officers. Since that time, the 
local papers had taken a stand against the Farm Bureau, though Overly remained confident that "this will cause 
as much antagonism against the Farm Bureau as their organization expect it to in this county." For women, 
membership in the IFBF provided significant advantages over membership in the IFU, namely, access to 
Extension programs. IFU women organized an auxiliary in 1924, under the leadership of Mrs. Mary H. Dunn of 
Marshalltown. Though they sponsored some projects, such as sporadic demonstrations and library work, their 
activities focused on socializing and holding formal meetings. "Cherokee County," ANR ( 1922), 8, (I 923) 4; 
"Warren County," ANR (1921), 2; Iowa Union Farmer 8, no. 11 (24 June 1924). 
6 IFBF leaders considered home demonstration work as the most appropriate and productive for 
women members. In his 1922 report, Cunningham reminded women that political influence began in the home. 
He wrote, "It is the home and its influence that reflects the character of our people, and the home is the fountain 
head from which flows the pure and sparkling influence that will wash away all the imperfections of man's self-
seeking destinies and give to all a clearer vision of the underlying principles and ideals upon which we must 
build if our government is to endure." E.H. Cummingham, Annual Report, Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Annual Convention, Des Moines (10-11 January 1922), IFBF Records . 
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they could on their own. 7 On the surface, lessons for women on nutritioJI, furniture 
arrangement, or sewing do not seem related to traditional political and organizational 
movements; yet those lessons helped lay the foundation for women to become more involved 
in civic and organizational activities. Out of their training schools came an expansive 
network of female members and leaders who helped to sustain the IFBF through the difficult 
economic conditions of the 1920s and 1930s. 
The IFBF prided itself on being a progressive, yet politically conservative 
organization. In 1926, Mrs. Charles W. Sewell, an Indiana farm woman and the chair of 
women's work for the American Farm Bureau Association (AFBF), told an audience of Iowa 
women, "Bolshevism does not flourish in a community of property owning, tax-paying, law-
abiding citizens. We are very democratic in the com belt."8 Yet the degrees of social 
conservatism that existed within the IFBF are more difficult to define. Historian Nancy K. 
Berlage found that the ideology that emphasized women's importance within the Farm 
Bureau also relegated them to the domestic sphere and gender specific activities. While 
leaders hailed women's activities as essential to the organization, they still placed limitations 
on the degree to which women could be involved; male leaders did not encourage women's 
participation in the administrative or business sections of the IFBF. Berlage found that such 
ideology was "complex, often inconsistent and contradictory, and encoded with layers of 
meaning," and she urged scholars not to underestimate the importance of home economics 
programs in bringing women into the fold. At times women were able to capitalize on the 
authority granted to them over all things domestic, and at other times they could emphasize 
7 Dorothy Schwieder, 75 Years of Service: Cooperative Extension in Iowa, (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State 
University Press, 1993) 47. 
8 
"Woman Upholds Farm Morale," Iowa Farm Bureau Messenger 8, no. I (September 1926). 
(Hereafter cited as IFBM) 
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their identity as farmers. Berlage argued "this highly flexible rhetoric could accommodate 
multiple perspectives on the roles of women," which allowed them to move through the 
ranks of the organization.9 
The IFBF sold memberships to male heads of households, which entitled all family 
members to declare themselves as Farm Bureau members, but limited their official 
participation to one vote on the state level. 10 This rule prevented women from voting directly 
within the organization, but it did not keep them from declaring themselves as indispensable 
to the IFBF. In 1923, two years after she organized Mahaska County women, Sarah 
Richardson became the chairperson of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's 
Committee (IFBFWC) and set about organizing the women of the state as she had the women 
of Mahaska County. Though most women limited their activities to home demonstration 
projects, Richardson adamantly insisted that the women's program did not constitute an 
auxiliary or a Home Bureau counterpart to the main organization. Instead, the IFBFWC 
designated their committee as a working part of the IFBF, with the chairperson serving as an 
ex-officio member of the Executive Committee. In general, they accepted their authority over 
the home demonstration activities, but defined themselves as agricultural activists. For 
example, when she gave her annual report at the 1926 Annual Convention, Richardson said, 
"The women of the Farm Bureau look beyond project work and the toil of organizing to a 
9 Nancy K. Berlage, "Organizing the Farm Bureau: Family Community, and Professionals, 1914-
1928," Agricultural History 75, no. 4 (2001 ) 426, 429. 
10 Women not represented by family memberships could purchase special, individual memberships at a 
discounted rate, which entitled them to participate in home demonstration programs. "Report of Committee on 
Farm Bureau Organization and Correlation," not dated, IFBF Records. 
high goal. They are working for a better agriculture and for fine folks. And to get these 
results, the farm must prosper and both men and women work with a large vision." 11 
21 
Male leaders recognized the presence of women within the organization with ample 
praise for their leadership abilities, and at least publicly put forth little resistance to women 
wanting to develop new programs. At the Annual State Convention 1923, Cunningham once 
again spoke on the importance of women to the IFBF. He said, "The women's work should 
have more serious consideration and closer co-operation from the Farm Bureau boards, for 
their work is unquestionably the most stabilizing influence in the organization." Cunningham 
favored the idea of mutual cooperation, with men working for the "farm problems" and 
women for the "home problems," and hoped to create the "most harmonious co-operation 
within the ranks of a farm organization." Likewise, a reporter writing about the 1923 
convention noted the increased numbers of women in attendance. The reporter described how 
the women's notebooks and pencils were in "constant use," and lightheartedly warned 
"Women are natural hustlers and, as a rule, more ready to accept responsibility than men. 
They are going to speed up Farm Bureau affairs, and if the 'lords of creation' don't look alive 
one of these days the lady workers will be reaching for the steering wheel." 12 Then, three 
years later, in 1926, when more than 300 women attended the Annual Convention, an 
observer wrote, "I have listened all over the place and haven't heard a single man show any 
11 When reporting on the 1926 Annual Convention, one reporter commented that "No state in the union 
is so well organized for the Farm Bureau as Iowa. The men give the women the credit. The women do not vote, 
but as Mrs. Richardson puts it, 'they do a lot of talking."' Then, in appreciation of her efforts, the delegates 
elected Richardson as a voting delegate to the national convention of the American Farm Bureau Federation. 
She was the only woman elected to represent Iowa that year. "The Women's Side of the Farm Bureau 
Convention," and "Mrs. Richardson's Report," Iowa Homestead (21 January 1926). 
12 Annual Report of Home Economics Extension Work, 1923-1924, Cooperative Extension Service in 
Agricultural and Home Economics, Records, RS 16/3/0/1, University Archives, Special Collections, Parks 
Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa (hereafter cited as Cooperative Extension Service Records); 
"Women's Part in Bureau Growing" IFBM 4, no. 6 (February 1923). 
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resentment or antagonism toward the women. Can't say as much for some conventions of 
city folks." 13 
Women also seemed to establish county programs and partake in Farm Bureau 
activities without arousing much, if any, heated debate amongst male leaders. More often, 
county leaders and Extension agents extended similar compliments to the women's efforts as 
had been bestowed on the state level. This is significant in light of the fact that in most 
counties the chair of the women's committee also served as the vice-president of the county 
organization, and women often served on budget committees. In an address to the IFBF in 
January 1924, R.K. Bliss, the Director of the Cooperative Extension Service, called the 
establishment of the IFBFWC "one of the most constructive acts" of the Farm Bureau. He 
reminded the audience "the women have been one of the most important factors in 
developing township and community meetings. What would our township and community 
meetings amount to if it were not for the women?" 14 As mentioned earlier, the activities of 
men and women were integrated in the sense that women and men did not usually hold 
separate meetings on the county level. Although few men participated in home demonstration 
projects, women actively participated in business meetings and often attended agricultural 
demonstrations. In 1922, in Kossuth County, for example, women were present and notably 
"interested" at a meeting for the eradication of weeds and tuberculosis, poultry culling, 
orchard spraying, and bee keeping. 15 
13 
"The Women 's Side of the Farm Bureau Convention," Iowa Homestead (21 January 1926). 
14 R.K. Bliss, "Farm Bureau Educational Program, an Address." Iowa Farm Bureau Federation at Des 
Moines, 16 January 1924, IFBF Records. 
15 Mrs. A. A. Graham, "Women are Busy in Farm Bureau Work," Kossuth County Advance (January 
1923), IFBF Records. 
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The men of the Farm Bureau took notice of the positive influence of women's 
activities in their communities. When asked what he considered the greatest benefits of the 
Farm Bureau, F.B. Bryant, a township leader in Des Moines County, named orchard 
spraying, seed com demonstrations, and women's work, then added, "and I am not so sure 
but what [women's work] should come first on the list." C.A. Williams of Danville, in Des 
Moines County, observed that living conditions in rural areas had been "materially 
improved" since the introduction of farm and home programs. Likewise, Frank P. Smith, of 
Ellsworth Township in Emmet County, believed that the social side of Farm Bureau work 
had "brought folks together in a closer bond of good feeling and fellowship." 16 
The gradual and low-key process by which county leaders developed women's 
programs may be illustrated by events in Cherokee County, where at their September 
meeting in 1921, the men discussed "somewhat" the means of "interesting women in Farm 
Bureau activities." Then, at the Cherokee County Annual Meeting in January 1922, they 
invited Richardson to speak on "The Women's Side of the Farm Bureau," and following her 
talk, leaders adopted a resolution in favor of "a strong women's organization," pledging their 
"moral and financial support." Though the women did not begin to organize officially until 
September 1922, by December 1922, county agent Glenn A. Ellis, wrote that women's work 
would be the "major project" for the coming year. Ellis believed a women's program was 
essential to strengthening the Farm Bureau, especially since he believed bank failures and 
low prices that year kept men from renewing their memberships. Over the next twelve 
months, Cherokee County women organized programs in thirteen of fifteen townships, 
16 W.H. Stacy and H.J. Metcalf, "Farm People Testify to Farm Bureau Work," The Burlington 
Hawkeye (13 Feb 1926). H.J. Metcalf, "Farm Bureau Leaders Here," Estherville Enterprise (30 December 
1925). 
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sponsored home demonstration projects in nutrition and dress forms, and held a Sheppard-
Towner baby clinic. 17 In 1923, Ellis wrote, "In no line have local leaders taken hold as well 
as have farm women in furthering their work." He attributed the women's success to their 
willingness to "take the initiative" in completing projects, whereas men more often lacked 
the follow-through. 18 
The gradual development of women's activities may also have been due to the 
resistance of rural women to participate or act as leaders. For example, Neale S. Knowles, 
who had been developing women's programs since 1914, noted, "the weakest points in the 
past have been lack of vision, and a disposition to do miscellaneous, unorganized work." 19 In 
1922, when Ruth Buxton Sayre became the women's chairperson of Virginia Township in 
Warren County, she found it extremely difficult to secure the five local leaders and nine 
school district cooperators necessary to organize the township. Sayre later recalled her first 
day of canvassing the township in her Model T Ford, with her young daughters in the back 
17 Passed by Congress in 1921, the Sheppard-Towner Act provided federal monies to states for pre-
natal, infant, and child health care. Named for Morris Sheppard, a Democratic Senator from Texas, and Horace 
Towner, a Republican Representative from Iowa, the Act was part of social justice legislation encouraged by 
newly enfranchised women voters. According to historian Anne Frior Scott, the lobbying efforts of women, and 
their overcoming opposition by male-dominated groups such as the American Medical Association, were 
essential to the passage of the Sheppard-Towner Act. Anne Firor Scott, Natural Allies: Women's Associations 
in American History (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991 ), 171-172. 
18 The process of organizing a county could be done in six steps: 1) Calling a meeting of township 
women to elect leaders and school district cooperators; 2) Arranging meetings for all those elected leaders; 3) 
The mailing of materials to township leaders with instructions on setting up training schools and other activities; 
4) A second meeting of township leaders at which they select a project and hold elections for a county leader, a 
publicity chairman, a project committee of five women, and a girls' club committee of five women; 5) 
Distribution of project materials and instructions; and 6) Township leaders call local meetings and arrange for 
township training schools. Neale S. Knowles, "Annual Report of Work Done by Neale S. Knowles, State 
Leader of Home Demonstration Agents, 1922-1923" Cooperative Extension Service Records; The Cherokee 
County Farm Bureau also paid Richardson a small honorarium of $25. Cherokee County Farm Bureau Board of 
Directors, Minutes, 19 September 1921; Cherokee County Annual Meeting Minutes 5-6 January 1922; 
Resolutions of Cherokee County Farm Bureau, Annual Meeting, Jan 6 1922; Cherokee County Farm Bureau 
Board of Directors, Minutes, 30 September 1922, Cherokee County Farm Bureau, Records, MS-92, Special 
Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa (Hereafter cited as Cherokee County Farm 
Bureau Records); "Cherokee County,"ANR (1922) 7, (1923) 5. 
19 Neale S. Knowles, "Annual Report of Work Done by Neale S. Knowles, State Leader of Home 
Demonstration Agents, 1922-1923" Cooperative Extension Service Records. 
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seat, and meeting women who felt they were too busy or too ill for Farr1J. Bureau activities. 
Others refused because their husbands would not want them to do "anything like that." For 
Sayre, who later became state chairman from 193 7 to 194 7, mustering the enthusiasm of 
local women took time, and more importantly, personal persistence. 20 
Still, other women saw little value in the educational aspects of the women's 
programs. A farmer's wife from Titonka, Iowa wrote a letter to the editor of the Iowa Farm 
Bureau Messenger in which she criticized a proposal to teach sewing machine maintenance. 
In her letter, she described how she purchased a sewing machine for $20 and had used it 
copiously for two decades, only replacing the needles as they wore down. The farmer's wife 
then told how her husband, in that same twenty years, purchased a multitude of farm 
implements, including "three or four com plows, a cultivator which he used for two years 
and threw into the dump heap; a hay stacker. . . 3 mowers, 2 grain binders, 3 or 4 buggies and 
wagons ... a feed grinder and 2 engines." Believing her husband wasted resources and money 
with such purchases, she closed her letter by asking, "Now I want to ask, who needs the 
instruction on how to take care of a machine?"21 
For some families, their membership in the Farm Bureau may have been a matter of 
economics. At five dollars per annual membership, participation may have been too 
expensive for farmers struggling to repay debts and hefty mortgages. For many Iowa farmers 
the Great Depression began in 1920, when the federal government ended wartime price 
supports and European markets no longer needed American surpluses. During the First 
World War, the government and the Extension Service encouraged farmers to expand 
20 Julie McDonald, Ruth Buxton Sayre: First Lady of the Farm (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 
1980), 39-42. 
21 JFBM, 7, no. 4 (December 1925). 
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production under the slogan of "Food will win the war." Between 1917 and 1918, farmers 
increased hog production by 15 percent, and the production of com, oats, wheat, barley, and 
rye by 26 percent. In order to meet these demands, farmers purchased land and machinery on 
credit, accruing large debts at high interest rates. When prices fell in 1920, farm families 
found themselves unable to repay these debts or even meet the cost of production.22 
These conditions may be reflected in the IFBF membership numbers, which fell from 
95,926 in 1921 , to 58,931 in 1925. Still, hard economic times did not deter Cherokee County 
Agent Glenn A. Ellis, who remained optimistic about membership numbers in 1922, despite 
"bank deposits falling off, business declining in nearly all lines, and the depression reaching 
in all directions." With a paid membership of 1,100 in the county, Ellis believed, "there is 
little excuse for seeing the gloomy side of things." Even in 1923, when several banks closed 
in the county, and Ellis observed "There are it seems an unprecedented number of farmers 
quitting the farm this fall," the Cherokee County Farm Bureau increased its membership to 
1,226 families. Struggling families that were able to pay the membership fee perhaps hoped 
the IFBF could use its legislative influence to alleviate conditions brought on by the 
economic crisis; or perhaps they considered it an investment education and organization that 
would lead to better standards of living. 23 
On the state level, the main obstacles for women were not vocal male opponents or 
reluctant female leaders, but rather shortages of active male supporters and financial 
resources. Because early leaders designed the IFBF as a family organization and held close 
connections with the Extension Service, they never intended to formally exclude women. In 
22 Schwieder, Iowa: The Middle Land (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1996), 148-150 
23 Robert L. Tontz, "Memberships of General Farmers ' Organizations, United States, 1974-1960," 
Agricultural History 38, no. 3 (1964), 156; "Cherokee County," ANR (State oflowa: 1922), 2; '"'Cherokee 
County," ANR (State of Iowa: 1923), 4. 
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1920, the Executive Board asked how they might interest "the farmer's wife in the Farm 
Bureau organization," yet it would be more than two years before they took action to create 
the IFBFWC.24 Similarly, in Cherokee County, a year elapsed between the first mention of 
women's activities and the actual organization of a county women's committee. The reasons 
for this are not entirely clear because there was no public comment or debate on the topic. In 
April of 1922, when the first meeting of the IFBFWC convened, the front page of the Iowa 
Farm Bureau Messenger featured a cartoon aimed at apathetic members, and its timing lends 
some editorial commentary to the involvement of women. The cartoon featured a trousers-
clad woman, who represented the Farm Bureau, shakily climbing over a barbed wire fence, 
labeled "The Line of Accomplishment." A man, standing with his hands at his hips and 
representing the membership, asked, "Well! Well! Well! Going to be all day about it?" The 
woman, looking down at a satchel that symbolized "Official Duties," replied, "Good Land! 
Give me a little time! I can't do everything in a minute!" The caption over the cartoon read, 
"If he would show more inclination to assist the lady it would expedite matters." Aside from 
the cartoon, there is no mention of the women's meeting in the rest of the issue. 25 
Even in 1924, when women's activities had become firmly established, and only two 
counties remained unorganized, Richardson reported at the Annual Convention that the 
women's programs were "handicapped by total lack of working funds." The IFBFWC 
adopted a unified state plan in 1923, but its provisions were vague and focused on local 
improvements, rather than state consolidation. The six-point plan called for "well organized" 
county projects (but did not stipulate what those projects should be), the development of "the 
24 Donald B. Groves and Kenneth Thatcher, The First Fifty: History of the Farm Bureau in Iowa (Des 
Moines: Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1968) 51 . 
25 JFBM 3, no 8 (April 1922). 
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spirit of service" in local leaders, the "opportunity to measure results" of county projects and 
the securing of such reports, the building of township work, and the continued use of the 
"training school method," as the preferred means of sharing information. The most specific 
provision of the state plan was the call for women to form publicity committees in each 
county, in order to advertise not just women's activities, but all Farm Bureau programs. The 
committee's local emphasis was the most economic and efficient way to develop leadership 
because programs were funded through the Extension Service and county dues, and required 
no assistance from the IFBF.26 
The day after Richardson's speech at the 1924 Convention, the Executive Committee, 
convinced by "a very insistent demand for increased service and wider activities," 
appropriated $4,000 as a tentative budget for women' s activities. According to a notice in the 
Iowa Farm Bureau Messenger, the officers and committee members had been "looking 
forward to the time when the women's work in the Farm Bureau could be given something 
more tangible than just words of praise." They justified the appropriation by pointing out: 
The women have done fine work the last year, perfecting their organization 
machinery and laying a substantial foundation for work in the future. All this, it 
should be remembered, without working funds . Their ideas are clear-cut, their 
ambitions definite. And with a bit of capital to clear the way they will go forward 
rapidly and constructively. 
With their budget secure, the IFBFWC adopted a new five-point program: to consolidate and 
solidify the general policies of the Women's Committee, to cooperate with other women's 
organizations, to develop a system of diplomas for work done by Farm Bureau women, to 
support a special study of marketing, and to adopt a standardized report form, to be used by 
26 Memorandum, "Farm Bureau Women Adopt Unified State Plan," 1923 ; "Township Organization for 
Home Project Work," 1923, IFBF Records. 
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women statewide.27 Funding allowed the women's committee to act more effectively on their 
state plan, and work toward eventual uniformity of programs across the state, but they still 
focused their energies on developing county leaders. 
The mainstay of the IFBFWC was the use of training schools, where county leaders, 
in conjunction with Home Demonstration Agents, formed educational and organizational 
networks with representatives from the state, townships, and school districts. The first 
training school in Iowa took place in Monroe County in April 1921, and that same year, 
2,050 women attended training schools eighteen different counties.28 Projects included 
clothing, sewing, home management and furnishing, nutrition, and poultry. Between 1922 
and 1923, Knowles noticed an "unusual awakening of interest in the counties without 
agents," as 40,985 women attended 2,566 training schools just on clothing; nutrition training 
schools attracted 12, 906 women that year; 4, 862 were present for home furnishings; and 
2,916 attended schools on strengthening the Farm Bureau.29 
The sudden surge in popularity may be attributed to several factors, including better 
communication, automobile ownership, and improved roads, but also to a rising awareness of 
inequality between urban and rural standards of living. By attending home demonstration 
programs, women could not only learn how to quickly and cheaply modernize their homes 
and methods, but also to build associations with other farm women for a deeper sense of 
27 The IFBFWC sought to consolidate state programs by creating uniform county organizations, with a 
woman serving as vice-president, and a five-woman committee in charge of selecting projects. Their objectives 
also included provisions to work with men whenever possible to strengthen the organization. "Women Took 
Active Part in Convention," "Special Appropriation for Women's Work," and "Women Plan Work for the 
Year," IFBM 5, no 6-7, (February-March 1924). 
28 
"Women of Iowa Farms Have Shown Great Enthusiasm in Furthering Interests of Better 
Agriculture," 1922, Cooperative Extension Service Records. 
29 Statistical Report of Project Work done by Specialists and Home Demonstration Agents, 1922-1923, 
Cooperative Extension Service Records. 
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pride and solidarity. 30 In 1922, Extension Specialists reported that the nutrition training 
schools of Bremer County were successful in spite of epidemics of scarlet fever, measles, and 
whooping cough, as well as blizzards and mud. A carrot salad sampled during one lesson 
apparently was so delicious that it resulted in the women of the county planning an additional 
acre of carrots, and by the end of the five-month training school, "the women seemed to have 
the principles firmly fixed in their minds and they used them almost unconsciously."31 
Courses lasted for five months, and usually consisted of one one-day meeting each 
month. The meetings ran from 1 Oa.m. to 4p.m., with women providing their own lunches; 
this schedule allowed the women to perform morning and evening chores, with time 
permitted for travel. During the month, then, township leaders trained school district 
cooperators, and gathered feedback, before the next lesson. Rather than simple lectures, 
training schools usually involved the active participation of those who attended, and 
instructors encouraged women to use their own creativity and critical thinking skills when 
approaching problems. Women became familiar with how to utilize new technologies in their 
lessons, including films and Victor Talking Machines. They designed publicity materials, 
wrote plays and essays, created displays, made up games and contests, and shared money-
saving tips from their own experiences. Leaders also urged the women to share their original 
projects with the public, through articles in the local paper, at an annual county 
"Achievement Day," or even the Iowa State Fair. 
30 Dorothy Schwieder, "Changing Times: Iowa Farm Women and Home Economics Cooperative 
Extension in Midwestern Women: Work, Community, and Leadership at the Crossroads, eds. Lucy Eldersveld 
Murphy and Wendy Hamand Venet. Bloomington: Indiana University Press (1997): 207. 
31 Knowles, "Annual Report of Work Done by Neale S. Knowles, State Leader of Home 
Demonstration Agents, 1922-1923," Cooperative Extension Service Records. 
31 
In 1926, for example, the women of Scott County who participat~d in a course on 
news writing took their skills to The Davenport Democrat and Leader, in which they edited a 
two-page feature on Farm Bureau women. In their articles, they paid homage to Knowles, 
and their county HDA, Lulu Tregoning, as well as the meaning of Farm Bureau activities in 
their lives. Mrs. Warren Logan of Davenport reported that following her work in nutrition, 
her "alarmingly underweight and very unhappy" baby was "back on the road to health," and 
at nine months of age took second prize at a baby health contest. Mrs. H. Baughman, of Long 
Grove, championed the very ideals of home demonstration projects and Farm Bureau work in 
the 1920s, when she wrote that farm women of the twentieth century should no longer be 
restrained by the drudgery of rural life, but rather "do our best for the betterment of living 
conditions. "32 
With this spirit in mind, and recognizing the need to educate women on issues outside 
the domestic sphere, in 1925, the IFBFWC diverged from its focus on home projects when it 
endorsed a five-month training course in citizenship. The Committee designed the course to 
"acquaint all women with the processes of civil government and their full rights and duties as 
citizens," and included lessons on the duties of American citizens, state and national 
governments, and county and township governments in Iowa. They also discussed township 
organization, taxes, legislative processes, and how to conduct successful local meetings. 
When Richardson announced the course, she mentioned that it grew from a "direct demand" 
from rural women who were "taking seriously the privileges of citizenship recently granted 
32 A Scott County Farm Bureau Women's Page, The Davenport Democrat and Leader (9 June 1926). 
to them." The primary aim of the course was to build interest in politics and to further 
community efforts throughout the state. 33 
32 
The training schools often required the instructors to feature outside speakers and to 
cooperate with businesses, schools, health care workers, and other community resources. In 
1923, when Mrs. W.G. Bridgens, a township leader from Eldora, gave a training school on 
home furnishings to thirty-six women, she contacted merchants in Iowa Falls, Waterloo, and 
Marshalltown to request fabric samples and examples of fashionable curtains. Bridgens 
reported that the women had a "rousing good time" and enthusiastically assured her that the 
lesson "was entirely too short." In their Milk Utilization Project, women of seven 
unidentified counties called upon county superintendents of schools, county nurses, 
commercial clubs, parent-teacher associations, churches, newspapers, libraries, doctors, and 
dentists to assist them in campaigning for greater milk consumption by children. The milk 
project also involved the Dairy Division of the United States Department of Agriculture, the 
State Dairy Council, the Iowa State Anti-Tuberculosis Association, and the State Supervisor 
of Public Health Work. This brought women into contact not only with local institutions and 
leaders, but also representatives from the state and federal levels. 34 
The greatest strength of the training school method was its conduciveness to 
community-based initiatives, with local women responsible for following through on 
activities. Although Extension programs formed the base for most county plans, women used 
the established networks to carry out activities unrelated to home demonstration projects. In 
Worth County, for example, the women took responsibility for the 1923 Farm Bureau 
33 
"Citizenship Course for Rural Women Planned by Bureau," IFBM 6, no. 1 (July 1925). 
34 Knowles, "Annual Report of Work Done by Neale S. Knowles, State Leader of Home 
Demonstration Agents, 1922-1923," Cooperative Extension Service Records . 
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membership drive. They were already familiar with canvassing the county, having done 
fundraising work for the Near East Relief Committee, and having established a circulating 
library in rural schools. They also rented a vacant store in Northwood, Iowa to open a 
cooperative market for women's products, including jams, fresh and canned produce, eggs 
and poultry, dairy products, breads, and crafts. In their first day of operation the women 
cleared a profit of $45, and they hoped to secure a "good market and fair profit for [farm 
women's] own special products."35 
Another countywide activity that relied on women's networks was the Sheppard-
Towner Baby Clinics, which according to H.A. Smith, president of the Adair County Farm 
Bureau, "brought more attention to the Farm Bureau than any other project carried on outside 
of farm and livestock demonstrations." The county Farm Bureaus cooperated with the State 
Division of Maternity and Infant Hygiene to carry out the clinics, with the Farm Bureau 
women responsible for organization, publicity, and support services. In 1924, in Cherokee 
County women held ten such clinics and examined nearly 300 children "free of charge." The 
following year, 5,486 children in forty-seven Iowa counties received free medical exams, 
while mothers received information on prenatal and postnatal self-care. Cherokee County, 
with fifteen clinic sites and 326 patients, treated the highest number of children that year. In 
1926, however, the Farm Bureau women of Cherokee County removed Sheppard-Towner 
Clinics from their yearly plan because they "felt they had more activities during the year past 
than they could carry on injustice to their work at home."36 
35 "Farm Bureau Women of Worth County Iowa" Pamphlet, 1922-1923, IFBF Records. 
36 "Bureau Clinics a Boon on Parents in Rural Iowa," IFBM, 6, no. 11 (July 1925); "Cherokee 
County," ANR (1924) 13, (1925) 10, (1926) 14. 
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In addition to these educational and community programs, the women of the Farm 
Bureau also used the organization to arrange leisure activities. In the spring of 1926, 
Richardson announced plans to hold summer "recreation camps" in twelve counties for "farm 
women exclusively." Each weeklong camp would operate under the leadership of a county 
women's committee and would accommodate fifty women at a time. Richardson hoped the 
summer camps would become annual events, and a means by which farm women could be 
relieved of their daily routine. She said, "If any of our city friends happen to visit our camps 
during the summer they will find that the farm women know how to play and enjoy 
themselves just as thoroughly as the women of the cities." That August, thirty women in 
Cedar County gathered for a weeklong camp that included a 6:30a.m. reveille, physical 
training, supervised and unsupervised recreation, and evening lectures and programs. The 
camp, run by Mrs. Scott Huber of Tipton, featured women's baseball games, an orchestral 
concert, swimming, home demonstrations, and general Farm Bureau organizational work. On 
the final day of the camp, the women enjoyed a visit by Richardson and held a basket dinner 
in her honor. 37 
Even at the annual conferences, the women set aside time for leisure and games in the 
evenings. At one "pep meeting" in 1926, after a hearty helping of "salted peanuts and 
chocolate" they sang songs and put each district delegation to the task of entertaining the 
group. Representatives from the Second District, where programs included the eradication of 
tubercular cattle, sang a "sorrowful little song" entitled, "I ain't goin' to milk no more." 
Women of the sixth district put on a mock wedding, marrying a bride off to agriculture, while 
37 
"Farm Women Plan to Enjoy Summer Vacation Camps" IFBM 8, no. 9 (May 1926); "Farm Bureau 
Women of Cedar County in Unique Summer Camp," IFBM 9, no. 1 (September 1926). 
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the Third, Eighth, and Ninth District women put on charades and skits, some of which were 
"a little bit naughty." Throughout the festivities, "Mrs. Richardson's brown eyes got black as 
she laughed and rocked and Neale Knowles smiled from the background." The reporter who 
witnessed the merriment approved of such activities for the women and added, "It is due to 
these wholesome and enthusiastic delegates that the Farm Bureau owes thousands of 
members throughout Iowa."38 
Although women worked primarily within women's committees and were responsible 
for the home demonstration programs, township women and school district cooperators 
joined their male counterparts in attending county leadership training schools. There, with 
state leaders at the helm, they discussed the development of local meetings, the duties of 
leaders and committees, the nature of community ideals, agricultural issues, and leadership 
within rural organizations. These invitation-only training schools also provided practical 
experience in conducting meetings, and contact with state leaders and prominent members of 
the community, including politicians and clergymen. Though they shared these meetings 
with men, in many instances women dominated the proceedings. Photographs from training 
schools in Mahaska, Fremont, and Manona Counties between 1922 and 1928 reveal the 
strong and active presence of women. This trend continued through the following decade, 
with 144 women and 125 men attending leadership training schools in seventeen counties 
during the winter of 1932 and 1933.39 
38 "When Farm Women Make Merry," Iowa Homestead (21 January 1926). 
39 The seventeen counties included Hancock, Muscatine, Howard, Chicksaw, Floyd, Greene, Boone, 
Ida, Sioux, Shelby, Buchanan, Story, Wayne, Davis, Momoe, Carroll, Sac, and Calhoon. Women outnumbered 
the men at eight of the meetings, an equal number attended at two meetings, and men outnumbered women at 
seven meetings. The largest margin was in Sioux County, with twenty-one women and ten men attending. 
Photographs and County Leadership Training School Rosters, 1922-1933, IFBF Records . 
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As early as 1923, Extension reports documented distinct and shared characteristics of 
county leaders. In a summary report of 1923 County Leaders Conferences in five counties, 
the writer noted that both men and women township leaders tended to be educated and 
prominent citizens in their communities, but the women often had more education than their 
male counterparts. Of the twenty-six female township leaders included in the survey, twenty-
three had completed grade school, four had some high school, fifteen graduated from high 
school, and nine had gone to college. Yet in 1920, only 12.9 percent oflowa teenagers 
attended high school, making the educational attainments of those in the sample far above 
average. Half of the twenty-six had teaching experience, while three had worked in sales or 
as stenographers. Most of the women were actively involved in organizations other than the 
Farm Bureau, including clubs, parent-teacher associations, lodges, churches, or aid-societies. 
The Extension Service considered this to be a positive development because it implied that 
"the local farm bureau organizations in Iowa command a very high type of leadership. 
Offices in these organization may be rightly looked upon by the younger generation as 
positions of honor and influence which can, as a rule, be acquired only through hard work 
and proven worth to the community. "40 
Education, rather than life-long ties to agriculture, was perhaps the most important 
factor in determining which women attained leadership positions, though this is difficult to 
prove because data does not exist for women who participated but who did not seek offices 
or committee positions. Education is the leading characteristic for the women who emerged 
as outstanding leaders, such as Richardson and Sayre, who married into farming, and who led 
40 R.C. Williams, State Responsibility of Public Schools , Research Bulletin (Des Moines: State of 
Iowa) 20 September 1939; "Research County Leaders Conferences Held by Rural Organization Section, 
Extension Service, County Farm Bureaus Cooperating," 1924, IFBF Records. The counties included in the 
survey included Buena Vista, Fremont, Greene, Montgomery, and Plymouth. 
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women's committees at the township, county, state, and national levels .. Richardson, who 
was born on a farm near Pella, Iowa in 1879, attended Central College in Pella, before 
graduating from the Illinois Training School for Nurses. In 1910, before she married 
Ellsworth Richardson, an Iowa farmer, she worked as the head surgical nurse at Cook County 
Hospital in Chicago. Aside from the IFBF, Richardson was active in her church, the 
Associated Country Women of the World, the Women's Christian Temperance Union, and 
the P.E.O. Sisterhood.41 As a county leader in the early 1920s, she assisted the Extension 
agent in writing his annual narrative reports for Mahaska County, and she rose quickly 
through the ranks of the IFBF due to her willingness to speak on agricultural issues. In 1922, 
she had the second highest number of speaking engagements of IFBF leaders; she filled 112 
speaking engagements and reached an estimated audience of 93 ,400.42 Sayre was born in 
1894 in Indianola, to middle class parents who took an interest in civic activities. She 
attended Simpson College, in Indianola, where her socialist-minded English professor, 
Aburey Goodenough, influenced her "question everything." Following graduation, she taught 
English and history at the Indianola high school until 1918, when she married Raymond 
Sayre. Like Richardson, Sayre did not limit her activities to the Farm Bureau, and she was 
fortunate to have the unwavering support of her husband and mother, Anna Buxton.43 
41 The P.E.O. Sisterhood is a service organization dedicated to promoting women's education. 
Founded in 1869, by seven female students of Wesleyan College in Mount Pleasant, Iowa, the P.E.O. is now 
based in Des Moines, Iowa, and the organization is active throughout the United States and Canada. 
42 "Mrs. Sarah Richardson Former Pellan, Agricultural Leader Dies," The Pella Chronicle 101, no. 64 
( 12 August 1965); Porter, 319; The Richardsons ' difficulties in the deflationary period following World War I 
gave her stirring material for speeches, and when reflecting on her life, she stated that farm life was by far more 
satisfying than teaching or nursing. She said, "While I was a teaching I thought teaching was the finest career 
one could have. When I was a nurse, that seemed to be ideal work for me. When I became a farmer's wife, 
however, I knew that was the best of all. Sometimes we had a hard time to make ends meet, but we managed to 
keep our home on a high cultural basis and found there were priceless gifts to be had that need not be bought 
but rather were to be sought." Groves and Thatcher, 55. 
43 Peter Hoehnle, "Iowa Clubwomen Rise to World Stage: Dorothy Houghton and Ruth 
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Though Richardson and Sayre are clearly exceptions, they illustrate that education was an 
essential characteristic for women leaders, because with education came the conviction that 
women could bring about social and political change. 
The summary report of 1923 County Leaders Conferences also addressed the 
question of whether women leaders came from large, prosperous, and owner-operated farms . 
The report found that the women surveyed lived on farms averaging 200 acres, with 40 
percent of those farms being tenant-operated and 60 percent being owner-operated. The 
average distance to town for the twenty-six women was 6.2 miles, which showed that women 
were not designated as leaders because of their proximity to town. Ownership also appeared 
to play a role for the women leaders in Cherokee County. Of twenty-eight female leaders in 
Cherokee County, identified as being active on the county, township, and school district 
levels between 1922 and 1933, sixteen were owner-operators. Of the twelve who lived on 
rented farms, eight were tenants of family members, a possible sign that they were working 
d h . 44 towar owners 1p. 
As mentioned previously, the primary aim of the training schools, Extension 
programs, and social activities was to help rural women match their standards of living to 
those in town. Mrs. A.A. Graham of Kossuth County believed that women's Farm Bureau 
activities filled a "long felt want," and that "the farm women need no longer be a hayseed ... 
Sayre," Iowa Heritage Illustrated (Spring 2002), 30-46. 
44 Proving that leaders tended to live on farms operated by owners is problematic because the poor 
economic conditions of this time period were causing a trend toward greater tenancy. In 1920, owners operated 
57 percent of all Iowa farms, while tenants operated 41. 7 percent. These figures make the women identified in 
the 1923 report quite average. By 1930, however, owners and part owners operated 51. 79 percent of Iowa 
farms , and tenants operated 47.27 percent. These figures do not affect Cherokee County, though, because there 
were over 300 more tenants than owners in 1920 and 1930, so ownership clearly played a role in leadership. 
Women were identified in Meeting Minutes and The Cherokee County Exchange, Cherokee County Farm 
Bureau Records; Atlas of Cherokee County, Iowa: Containing Maps of Townships of the County, Maps of the 
State, United States, and World (Des Moines: Anderson Publishing Company), 1923 ; 
http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/cgi-local/censusbin, INTERNET, 7 October 2002. 
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she can be well dressed, well fed, and still have as much time to enjoy the world outside the 
four walls of her own home as her city sisters do.',45 Farm women usually could not control 
whether they had electricity, running water, or telephone service, or even whether cash 
money went toward farm or home equipment. Instead, they adopted simple, inexpensive 
ways of improving farm life by constructing fireless cookers, learning to sew the latest styles 
(and remake old garments to appear new), and rearranging their homes for greater efficiency. 
The ultimate goal was a safer, healthier family, with increased leisure time for cultural and 
intellectual pursuits. 
Another step toward this end was to work actively for improving the status of 
agriculture. Richardson encouraged women to join other organizations aside from the Farm 
Bureau and was a vocal advocate not only of inter-organizational efforts, but also of urban-
rural cooperation. This was an essential part to her belief that the IFBFWC was working to 
pull women up from the drudgery of rural life. In 1923, the Federated Women's Clubs of 
Iowa voted to create a subcommittee for Farm Bureau women, with Richardson as the 
chairperson. At the 1925 Annual Convention, Richardson spoke of this affiliation, telling the 
audience of farm women that though their efforts, city women would come to understand: 
... that the things that are most worth while to be worked for aren't paved roads, 
aren't beautiful parks, aren't great appropriations to do this or that at a certain time, 
and push it over; but. .. that the thing they must work for in Iowa is green, verdant 
fields of fertility, high-class livestock, free from disease, and red-cheeked, healthy 
boys and girls who love the industry and will work and fight for it.46 
45 Mrs. A. A. Graham, "Women Are Busy in Farm Bureau Work," Kossouth County Advance (January 
1923). 
46 IFBM 5, no. 3 (November 1923); IFBM 6, no. 6 (February 1925). In contrast to this, the Women's 
Auxiliary of the Iowa Farmer's Union actually opposed association with urban women's clubs on the grounds 
that wealthy urban women used their political clout to dictate government policy. One of their official purposes 
as an auxiliary was to "counteract the influence of Women's Clubs and other reactionary groups who are 
working for themselves and not to farmers." In May 1931, Lillie Blumgren, a member of the Women's 
Auxiliary, wrote that the Extension workers were the product of "eastern capitalists and politicians" who passed 
rural legislation at the suggestion of city club women. She concluded by demanding that the ladies of the IFU 
40 
Educating the urban population about the difficulties of rural life remained an important 
feature of the women's programs throughout the 1920s, but this began to change in the 1930s 
as the Great Depression brought economic hardship to the towns and cities. 
In 1927, just five years following the first meeting of the IFBFWC, Richardson 
looked out at the 300 farm women who attended the Annual Convention and reflected on her 
work within the organization. She predicted "this group of women will have a great hand in 
the destiny of agriculture," and, expressing pride in Iowa's farm women, she was "full of 
hope" for the further development of women' s programs that had never "been known in 
history."47 Though Richardson's words offer images oflofty ideals, the state, county, 
township, and local networks that the IFBFWC worked to establish in the 1920s were the 
keys to survival through the 1930s. Although the IFBF struggled to retain membership 
numbers as the Great Depression kept many farmers from paying dues, women still 
demanded an organization through which they could improve conditions for their families 
and communities. 
Iowa farmers had been fighting low commodity prices and increasing debts since just 
after the First World War, but the early 1930s farm products sold at half, or sometimes one-
third, of their average value between 1922 and 1929. In 1932, Iowa farmers harvested a 
record com crop, but such plenty depressed prices, and it sold for only ten cents a bushel. 
The same year, hogs sold for three dollars per hundred weight, while oats sold for just seven 
cents a bushel. Many farmers were hardly able to meet the cost of production, and because 58 
"develop a class consciousness," and to develop a "real farm women 's organization" that would truly fight for 
agriculture. Iowa Union Farmer, 14, vol. 8 (20 May 1931 ). 
47 Sarah Elizabeth Richardson, "Women's Part in the Farm Bureau Convention," The Iowa Homestead 
(20 January 1927). 
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percent of Iowa farms were mortgaged, foreclosures became more and more common. For 
example, a study of six Iowa counties revealed 257 sold at foreclosure in 1932, where the 
year before only 90 farms had been sold in the same manner.48 At the same time, between 
1930 and 1933, IFBF membership slipped from 63,968 to 18,016 paid family memberships, 
reaching the lowest point in the history of the organization. 49 
For those who were able to stay on the farm, women's activities were often an 
integral part of reducing cash expenses and keeping the family farm solvent. Many farm 
women kept flocks of chickens, allowing them to sell or trade eggs or poultry products for 
goods and services. The so-called "egg money" paid for food, clothing, and household items, 
while in some cases it enabled their husbands to buy land or farm equipment. In addition, 
some women also produced and sold other goods for the same purpose, including "tomato, 
pimento, and celery plants, braided rugs, homemade quilts, Persian cats, canaries, baked 
goods, and black walnuts." Women also were responsible for activities to sustain the family, 
including raising gardens, canning produce and meat, reusing and remaking old clothes, 
repairing home equipment and furnishings, and ensuring the maximum utility of scarce 
resources. Anthropologist Deborah Fink and historian Dorothy Schwieder argued that in spite 
of the decade's economic conditions, living conditions and social status actually improved 
for many rural women. Owing to their unique skills and abilities to "make-do," they no 
longer believed themselves inferior to urban women. At the same time, improved roads and 
48 Schwieder, Iowa: The Middle land, 256-257. 
49 Between 1925 and 1930, the number of members wavered between 58,931 and 63,968, significantly 
less than the 95,926 paid members in 1921. In 1934, numbers began to rise but the IFBF did not recover their 
numbers of 1930 until 1943, when they reached 64,916. Still, the IFBF remained the most popular farm 
organization in the state. In 1919, the IFU boasted 10,625 family memberships, but in 1933 they had only 4,964, 
and their numbers never recovered. Twenty years later in 19 5 3, the IFU had just 1,311 family memberships. 
The Grange had 910 family memberships in 1920 and 825 in 1930, although by 1940 they claimed a 
membership of 1,224. Tontz, 154-156; Membership Roster, IFBF Records. 
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rural electrification meant greater mobility and less time spent on daily chores, which in tum 
provided greater opportunities to participate in social activities. 50 
Though IFBF membership numbers dropped sharply, women still participated in 
Extension programs and carried on with organization work for the Farm Bureau. In 1929, 
membership numbers were already beginning to slip in Cherokee County, but the county 
agent, Clarence Turner, believed it was due to women leaders feeling "tired and 
overworked," having carried out the programs year after year. He proposed that the Farm 
Bureau try to develop new leaders, since the women's programs "no doubt played an 
important part in keeping the membership at its present figure."51 Even in 1935, when the 
Cherokee County Farm Bureau had a membership of only 506 families, less than half of the 
average between 1921 and 1929, there were 116 female school district cooperators in fifteen 
townships, 147 local leaders, and 1,286 women who attended demonstration meetings. 
Across the state in 1930, 187,737 people attended home economics demonstration meetings, 
and in 1931, 10,169 women still served as local leaders to help filter the lessons to the local 
levels.52 
The most significant change in women's programs was their content, which began to 
focus on homespun products and inexpensive leisure activities. Through the winter of 1932 
and 1933, women in Cherokee County reviewed how to make soap and various ways of 
50 Deborah Fink and Dorothy Schwieder. "Iowa Farm Women in the 1930s: A Reassessment," Annals 
of Iowa 49, no. 7 (Winter 1989), 577, 579-580. 
51 Specific developments, especially for women's activities, are difficult to track because between 1926 
and 1936, the IFBF had no official publication to cover statewide news. Low membership numbers probably 
made it difficult to finance an official state-wide publication, while most county Farm Bureaus relied on local 
newspapers to advertise their activities. Though they lost a significant number of members, Cherokee County 
continued to publish a monthly 4-page newspaper, kept regular meeting minutes, and the County Extension 
reports are generally complete. For these reasons, the section of this paper on the Great Depression will rely 
primarily on events in Cherokee County. "Cherokee County," ANR (1929) 32. 
52 Fink and Schwieder, 583. 
43 
preparing oatmeal and cornmeal. They discussed how to "improve kitchens without expense" 
by simply rearranging work stations, and they brought old garments to a demonstration on 
how to make over clothing and reuse the fabric. The following autumn, the women decided 
to have an emergency lesson on toy making, hoping that it would be "the most useful to 
[farm families] under the existing conditions." Though only 257 families paid for 
memberships in Cherokee County in 1933, more than 200 people attended Achievement Day 
in June, when women displayed their annual projects, showing that there was still 
considerable interest in their work. 53 
Beyond practical lessons, the Rural Sociology Extension vigorously promoted leisure 
activities, such as music, games, drama, and parties under the slogan "Home-made 
Happiness." The Rural Sociology Extension, established in 1922 by Iowa State College, 
worked to develop social activities and rural organizations. Extension sociologists 
collaborated with clergy members, educators, and health care workers, and they promoted 
health, education, leisure activities, artistic enjoyment, and religious activities for men, 
women, and children in rural areas. Women attended training schools sponsored by the Rural 
Sociology Extension where they learned songs and games, which they then took back and 
incorporated in to county and township meetings. These programs grew out of a resolution, 
passed by the IFBFWC in 1932, requesting that the Extension Service employ a full-time 
recreation director. In their resolution, the IFBFWC "pointed out that the trimming of the 
53 Cherokee County Farm Bureau Exchange 14, no. 12 (December 1932); 15, no 2 (February 1933) 15, 
no 3 (March 1933); 15, no 9 (September/October 1933); 15, no 6 (June 1933), Cherokee County Farm Bureau 
Records. 
budget in most farm homes has made movies, professional theatricals and concerts 
unattainable."54 Likewise, the Rural Sociology Extension recognized: 
44 
... this is a time when every public program must be evaluated in its relation to the 
great economic crisis which has halted many times of progress, shattered the 
confidence of the people and wrecked innumerable worthy endeavors ... at no time 
more than in periods of depression and adversity is it essential that people play. 
Many Farm Bureau members welcomed the flurry of leisure programs, and in 1932 the 
county agent for Muscatine County reported: "The women look forward to the music work 
with real interest and pep." At the end of a music training school in Winnebago County, Mrs. 
Edwin Foss declared that she "had never had as much fun at a farm bureau meeting before," 
and in Marshall County, the agent wrote: "It is a real joy to see those hard working, tired 
farm women raise their voices to 'John Peel' and quicken their steps to the technique rhythm 
of 'Waves of Tory. "'55 
Absent from the women's programs of the 1930s were heightened degrees of political 
activism or radicalism. In December 1932, the AFBF joined with the National Grange and 
the radical, labor-oriented National Farmer's Union to lobby for agricultural relief; the 
organization supported tax reform and an overhaul of the farm credit system, but the IFBF 
had encouraged its members to stay vigilant. In 1931, a Farm Bureau reported warned 
members against "fiery orators crying out the need of organizations to correct the ills of 
agriculture." These "racketeers" were without solid ideas because "the only method they 
54 1923 Annual Report and Yearbook of Rural and Community Development, (State of Iowa: Rural 
Sociology Extension, 1923), 1; "State Resolutions," 1932 Annual Report and Yearbook of Rural and 
Community Development, (State oflowa: Rural Sociology Extension, 1932), 63 . 
55 
"Iowa 's Home and Community Development Project: The Story of the Growth During 1932 of 
'Home-made Happiness' Activities," 1932 Annual Report and Yearbook of Rural and Community Development, 
(State oflowa: Rural Sociology Extension, 1932), 58-59. 
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offer is to wreck the Farm Bureau."56 Ruth Sayre, who in 1930 became the Eighth District 
Committeewomen, often spoke out against radical farmer's groups, and she stated simply, 
"We didn't work that way," in reference to withholding actions and other extreme 
measures. 57 
In 1932, the women of Cherokee County took a collection for "general relief' in 
local areas, but otherwise remained silent on all things political. In December 1932, the 
county Farm Bureau did not endorse any political action, but rather referred members who 
were interested in agricultural relief to weekly circulars issued by the Agricultural Economics 
Department from Iowa State College. They also encouraged members to tune into radio 
programs that explained the weekly circulars. This is surprising in light of the fact that in the 
fall of 1932 and the spring of 1933, Cherokee County was one of the focal points of the 
Farmer's Holiday Movement. The movement, an often disruptive and occasionally violent 
series of withholding actions and penny auctions, used such drastic measures to secure the 
cost of production and a moratorium on foreclosures. In contrast to the Farm Bureau, the 
Women's Auxiliary of the Iowa Farmer's Union (IFU) passed a resolution at their Annual 
Meeting in September 1932 pledging their complete support for the Farmer's Holiday and for 
all programs of the IFU. 58 
56 "Racketeering the Farmer," Cherokee County Farm Bureau Exchange 13, no. 11 (November 1931 ), 
Cherokee County Farm Bureau Records. The article did not indicate any specific individuals or organizations of 
which Farm Bureau members should be wary. Because the article appeared in 1931, it is clearly not a reference 
to the Farmers' Holiday Association since that organization did not come into existence until the summer of 
1932. 
57 McDonald, 53. 
58 Cherokee Farm Bureau Minutes, 2 April 1932; "What About Farm Relief?" Cherokee County Farm 
Bureau Exchange 14, no. 12 (December 1932), Cherokee County Farm Bureau Records; Iowa Union Farmer 
14, no 18 (5 October 1932). The Iowa Farmer's Union was actually less ofan adversary for the IFBF during 
these years, as the two organization occasionally combined efforts for agricultural relief. Still, the IFBF was not 
without objectors. In Cherokee County, in 1932, the Farm Bureau had particular difficulties in garnering 
membership because an anti-tax payer's association had canvassed the county with a petition to protest the fact 
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Iowa farmers and the IFBF would not see prosperity again until the Second World 
War, but by the middle of the 1930s a slow and gradual recovery was underway. Much of 
this was due to New Deal programs, such as the Agricultural Adjustment Administration 
(AAA), which helped to stabilize prices and limit production. Most members of the IFBF 
supported such measures, and when the Supreme Court declared the AAA unconstitutional in 
1936, the IFBF encouraged members to "fight" for a replacement program. 59 The Great 
Depression produced many setbacks for the IFBF, but because it had a secure formula for 
organization, a close affiliation with the Extension Service, and a moderate approach to 
managing periods of crisis, the organization managed to remain the most popular, and stable, 
in the state. 
During this time, the IFBFWC continued to strengthen women's roles in the IFBF. In 
1933, perhaps due to the dismal membership numbers, Sayre persuaded Charles E. Hearst, 
president of the IFBF, to grant the chairperson of the Women's Committee a voting seat, 
rather than an ex-officio position, on the Executive Board. Rather than describing it as a 
significant event, however, Sayre seemed to believe it was inevitable. She later said, "In the 
pioneer tradition of Iowa, women were always partners on the farm ... Why shouldn't they be 
partners in the Farm Bureau? I was pleased when women were released from their water-
tight compartment and allowed to become involved in the whole Farm Bureau program, 
that through the Extension Service, the Fann Bureau benefited from tax dollars. Their main argument was that 
the Fann Bureau had inflated its membership numbers in order to pad its treasury. County Agent, Clarence 
Turner reported that the anti-tax payer's association succeeded in getting the County Board of Supervisors to 
withhold appropriations until they were able to review Fann Bureau membership lists. They concluded that the 
Fann Bureau had been honest and they released the funds, but Turner believed that the incident had a 
detrimental effect on the membership. "Cherokee County," ANR (1932) 3. 
59 Iowa Farm Bureau Official Bulletin 2, no. 2 (15 February 1936). According to Christiana 
Mcfadyen Campbell, the AFBF leaders took pride in having helped to pass the AAA and other agricultural 
programs, but later came to resent the use of the Extension Service (and non-Fann Bureau affiliated field men) 
in administering those programs. Christiana Mcfadyen Campbell, The Farm Bureau and the New Deal: A Study 
of the Making of National Farm Policy, 1933-1940 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1962), 172-173 . 
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because that was the Iowa way."60 Nonetheless, by gaining a voting seat, women gained an 
official voice on organizational matters and could begin to increase their influence at the state 
level. 
During the late 1930s, the IFBFWC began a process of consolidation, whereby 
. leaders sought to standardize county women's programs across the state. After twenty years 
of building at the local levels, Farm Bureau women' s programs had become commonplace 
and, in some counties, even routine. By 1926, just four years after the Cherokee County 
women' s committee formed, county agent Glenn A. Ellis reported: "the home project work 
has been so well organized in the past that comparatively little time need be devoted to its 
organization."61 The IFBFWC owed much of its early success to the Extension Service, since 
agents oversaw the organization and growth of women's activities, including the training 
school method, an essential element in establishing rural networks. By 1937, then, the 
IFBFWC had a wide and stable base from which to draw its leadership, and upon which to 
build new programs aimed at better standards of living for rural families. 
60 McDonald, 53 . 
61 "Cherokee County," ANR (1926) 7. 
Chapter Two: 
"Partners in Progress" Through Consolidation, Development, 
and Wartime: the IFBFWC, 1937-1950 
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In 1937, at the annual meeting of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation (IFBF), Sarah 
Elizabeth Richardson and Ruth Buxton Sayre wrote and produced '"The Quest for 
Agriculture': a Pageant in Nine Scenes." The pageant, starring 200 fully costumed IFBF and 
4-H members, showed the evolution of "Agriculture - the Basic Industry" in American 
history. The pageant began with the Revolutionary War, and followed farm life though the 
westward movement, Emancipation, "the Machine Age," the First World War, and the Great 
Depression. During the seventh scene, titled, "The Voice of the Farm Bureau," the narrator 
said, "From the cotton-growing southland to the northern fields of grain, from the eastern 
farms and dairies to the western fruited plain, thru the realm of agriculture advancing 
fearlessly, moves the great Farm Bureau spirit of progressive unity." The final scenes of the 
pageant encouraged farmers to "get out and stay out of the economic shambles," and to seek 
peace. 1 The triumphant ending featured a parade of international flags; the president of the 
IFBF, Francis Johnson, carried the Farm Bureau banner and R.K. Bliss, director of the 
Cooperative Extension Service, carried the American flag to center stage where the two men 
shook hands. The pageant received a standing ovation from the audience of approximately 
3,000 people, and it represented a renewed and optimistic spirit within the IFBF.2 
1 Sarah Elizabeth Richardson and Ruth Sayre, "'The Quest for Agriculture ': A Pageant in Nine 
Scenes," (Des Moines, Iowa: Iowa Farm Bureau Federation), 21 January 1937. Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Records, MS 105, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. (Hereafter referred to 
as IFBF Records) . 
2 
"300 Appear in Pageant: 'Quest for Agriculture' Wins Acclaim," Iowa Bureau Farmer I , no.2 
(February 1937) 5. 
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In January 193 7, the leaders of the organization had good reasons to express such 
confidence, as membership had increased by 44 percent, from 30,830 in 1935 to nearly 
45,000 individuals and families in 1936. Not only did the IFBF have the largest membership 
gain in the country, but the organization seemed to have recovered from slipping numbers 
caused by hard economic times. The IFBF Women's Committee (IFBFWC) had placed 
membership drives on its list of priorities in 1936, and the members' efforts culminated at the 
annual meeting when Mrs. Will Aves, of State Center, Iowa, received the title, "Champion 
Membership Solicitor." Aves reminded members, "It is not hard to be a salesman if you have 
something worth while to sell, and in this great agricultural district, what could be more 
worth while than a good farm organization?" 3 
Between 1937 and 1950, the IFBFWC would consolidate its authority and experience 
significant growth, so much so that this period would mark a "zenith" in the committee's 
history.4 For the first twenty-five years of its existence, the IFBFWC operated under two 
extraordinary leaders. Sarah Elizabeth Richardson established the framework for the 
Women's Committee and Ruth Sayre brought it to maturation and solidified its purpose, 
developing programs that would define the committee for the next several decades. It was 
during this time that the women's club movement reached its peak in the United States, and 
like their urban, middle-class counterparts, the farm women of the IFBFWC found civic and 
political power through organization. 5 Since the beginnings of the IFBF, women had been 
3 Pamphlet, "Six Things Women Can Do To Help Secure 50,000 Farm Bueau Members in Iowa In 
1936," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Records, MS 105, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State 
University, Ames, Iowa; Iowa Bureau Farmer 1, no.1 (January 1937) 7. 
4 Bess Newcomer to Ruth Sayre, December 1958. Ruth Buxton Sayre Papers. Iowa State Historical 
Society, Iowa City, Iowa. 
5 Peter Hoehnle, "Iowa Clubwomen Rise to World Stage: Dorothy Houghton and Ruth Sayre," Iowa 
Heritage Illustrated (Spring 2002) 44. 
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primarily involved with home demonstration projects through the Exten~ion Service, but 
Sayre declared that it was "not enough today for a woman to cook and bake and sew." If 
women organized as community housekeepers, they would "radiate a power and a strength 
the stretches far beyond our individual horizons."6 Sayre was successful because women 
responded to her empowering language and her accessible leadership style, and also because 
IFBFWC offered Iowa farm women one of the only outlets for moderate political and social 
activism during the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the immediate post-war 
period. 
Within this climate of optimism, as indicated by the "Quest for Agriculture," and 
growing membership, however, underlying tensions brought about a significant change for 
the IFBFWC. At the annual meeting, Richardson stepped down after having served as 
chairman of the IFBFWC since 1922. County delegates then elected Ruth Buxton Sayre to 
take her place, and for the first time, the Women's Committee experienced a change in 
leadership. 7 This election was significant in that it would help to reestablish middle-class 
conservatism within a committee unsettled by the politics of the Great Depression. 
Richardson decided not to seek reelection because she had accepted a full-time job as 
the director of women's activities for the Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA). 8 
Although she expressed no resentment in her public writings, Richardson was allegedly 
critical of the IFBF for wavering on its support of the AAA. Farm Bureau leaders fully 
supported the governmental price support and production control programs, but they believed 
6 Sayre, "Partners in Progress," 23 , 24. 
7 Following her time with the IFBF, Richardson remained active in politics, and in 1938, she ran for 
the Senate but was defeated at the primaries. 
8 Donald B. Groves and Kenneth Thatcher, The First Fifty: History of the Farm Bureau in 
Iowa (Des Moines: Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1968) 121. 
that the organizational and educational activities of the women within the AAA duplicated 
Farm Bureau efforts. The AAA relied on Extension agents to pass information to farmers, 
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and for this reason they shared staff and volunteers. Within a few years the IFBF and the 
AAA began struggling for the resources of the Extension Service and the hearts of their rural 
constituency. 9 Sayre and her husband, Raymond, had also been early boosters of the AAA, 
and by the late 1930s they too believed that the interests of the government agency conflicted 
with those of the IFBF. Ruth Sayre gave speeches that warned members to end their 
affiliations with the AAA, so as not to "lodge too much power in the government and erode 
their own freedoms ." 10 
Despite these tensions, the transition in leadership appeared seamless because 
Richardson and Sayre did not make their personal grievances public. Richardson knew that 
Sayre was qualified to assume leadership because they had worked together since 1929, and 
Sayre still respected Richardson as a capable leader. Although Elsie Van Wert, an IFBF 
member and AAA fieldwoman, reported feeling caught in the middle of the conflict between 
the IFBF and the AAA, there is no evidence to suggest that the membership strongly 
disapproved of Richardson's career move.11 Sayre, on the other hand, was already known 
throughout the state, and welcomed by members as the new chairperson. In July 1936, Bess 
Short Newcomer, who would succeed Sayre as the Eighth District Committee Woman, 
wrote, 
We are increasingly aware of how fortunate we are to have you 
helping us farm women ... a lot of women would lack your courage 
to drive about the state to meetings and keep on with the work and 
9 Ibid. , 121. 
10 Julie McDonald, Ruth Buxton Sayre: First Lady of the Farm (Ames: Iowa State 
University Press, 1980) 59. 
11 Groves and Thatcher, The First Fifty, 122. 
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h • 12 rear a young son at t e same time. 
Their differences aside, Sayre and Richardson had much in common, most notably their faith 
in the IFBF as a family organization, through which women could express a political voice. 
Just before she declined reelection in January 1937, Richardson wrote an article for the 
organization's new magazine, the Iowa Bureau Farmer, in which she declared that each 
family member could make essential contributions to the organization. Likewise, in the 193 7 
"Administrative Reports," Sayre praised Richardson's "unselfish loyalty" to the IFBF and 
wrote that her family-based principles should continue as the basis of the IFBFWC. 13 
In her first year, Sayre set out to centralize women's activities by developing 
township Farm Bureaus and creating a women's bureaucracy to coordinate their activities. 
Her primary goal was to establish a Farm Bureau, along with a strong program for women, in 
every township in Iowa. Sayre admitted that she had "no training in business administration 
and learned it the hard way," but she called for systematic organization by requiring that 
minutes be taken at each meeting, and that committee members be fully trained by Extension 
agents and IFBF staff members on specific issues. 14 The District Committeewomen would 
then present what they learned to county and township leaders in "training schools." Local 
organizers received newly developed handbooks that outlined programs for township Farm 
Bureaus, and provided questionnaires by which leaders might gauge their success. Roger 
Flemming, head of the newly created Research Department, worked with Sayre in the 
creation of six pamphlets for county leaders on the subjects of health, libraries, taxes, 
12 Bess Newcomer to Ruth Sayre, 5 July 1936. Ruth Buxton Sayre Papers. Iowa State Historical 
Society, Iowa City, Iowa. 
13 Sarah Elizabeth Richardson, "Women in the Farm Bureau," Iowa Bureau Farmer 1, no. 1 (January 
1937) 15; Ruth Buxton Sayre, "Partners in Progress," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Administrative Report, 
1937, 23, IFBF Records . 
14 McDonald, Ruth Buxton Sayre, 57, 61. 
international trade, and rural roads; through these booklets the Women's Committee could 
more evenly disseminate their programs. 15 This approach seemed to work. In 1937, 726 
townships reported active women's committees; after two years, the number grew to 1,010 
(out of 1,016 township Farm Bureaus). 16 
53 
Aside from formalizing meetings and hierarchies, during Sayre's first year the 
IFBFWC conducted a survey of rural health in order to determine the state of medical care in 
small communities, and held a public speaking contest for women on the topic "Health for 
Rural America." The winner, Mrs. Ralph Mitchell of Black Hawk County, went on to win 
the state and regional contests, and earned a trip to Chicago to participate in a national 
competition. The Women's Committee also helped farm families recognize the growing 
importance of global trade in agriculture, and in doing so, they endorsed pacifism and 
prepared informational materials on international relations for homemakers' study groups. In 
addition, Farm Bureau women continued to form choral groups and to participate in home 
demonstration projects, which included programs on nutrition, home management, and 
· 17 consumensm. 
Sayre's efforts were actually part of greater endeavors to centralize the IFBF, and she 
found support in IFBF secretary-treasurer V.B. Hamiltion, who was attempting to reorganize 
financial and administrative structures of the organization. When Hamilton began his work in 
1935, the IFBF was in a precarious financial position; falling membership in the early 1930s 
meant fewer membership dues and less revenue from Farm Bureau commercial services, 
15 Ibid, 58 . 
16 
"Report of the State Chairman," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's Committee, 1939, IFBF 
Records . 
17 Sayre, "Partners for Progress," 24-26. That year, 627 homemakers study groups reported making use 
of Farm Bureau materials, and 36 counties reported using the materials on international relations. 
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cooperatives, and insurance. After proposing a dues increase, Hamilton urged the 
organization to adopt a more formal Articles of Incorporation (which it did in 1935) and to 
separate policy makers from business managers. The first step toward this goal was the 
creation of a resolutions committee, made up of ten men and one woman, to formulate 
policies; secondly, the IFBF established an administrative board to manage the budget and 
business aspects of the organization. Of primary concern was uniform record keeping for the 
commercial services at the county level in order to prevent instances of "misappropriation" 
by trusted employees. 18 Hamilton's reforms were met with some resistance, and in his nine 
years as secretary-treasurer, he saw only the beginning of their implementation. Nonetheless, 
the Women's Committee followed a path toward centralization desired by the greater 
organization; they did so with relative ease because it did not entail any changes to control 
over financial or business-related policies, and they worked on issues considered gender 
appropriate. For Farm Bureau women, centralization allowed for greater communication and 
would encourage growth over the next ten years. 
Communication was the most essential element in consolidating the authority of the 
IFBF, and in 1937 the organization introduced an Information Department responsible for 
producing a monthly magazine, the Iowa Bureau Farmer. The IFBF had been without a 
central publication since 1926, when it discontinued a four-page monthly newspaper, the 
Farm Bureau Messenger. Each month, the Iowa Bureau Farmer, edited by C. Dudley, 
featured a column by president Francis Johnson, photographs, features on various leaders, 
and articles on the political and social activities of the IFBF. In 1939, the magazine had a 
circulation of 35,000, which continued to grow along with membership. By 1942, circulation 
18 Groves and Thatcher, The First Fifty, 187,195,197. 
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stood at 53,442, and in 1943 it had increased to nearly 64,000. 19 The Women's Committee 
also used this medium, and their main spokesperson was the Eighth District Committee 
Woman, Bess Newcomer, from Moulton in Appanoose County. Newcomer contributed a 
total of ninety-seven columns between 1937 and 1950, writing on a near monthly basis after 
1941. More than the handbooks for local leaders, her columns reflect how Farm Bureau 
women accepted Sayre's efforts at consolidation and supported IFBF principles. Because 
Newcomer could be considered typical of IFBFWC members, and because she wrote 
consistently throughout this period, her columns provide a means to understanding how 
women viewed their place within the IFBF, how they valued their work, and how women's 
participation changed over time. 
Newcomer was born on a farm west of Moulton in 1893, and while she was still 
young, her father died from tuberculosis, leaving her mother to run the family farm and raise 
two small children. Her mother, Cora Short, supported the family through the sale of milk 
products and eggs, and managed the farm with the help of family and neighbors. Newcomer 
dedicated her second column, in July 1938, to her mother for inspiring in her an appreciation 
for work and nature. If she and her brother complained about being poor or having to work, 
"[Mother] pointed out how spindly was the com growing in the shade of orchard trees."20 
These unique circumstances early in life helped to shape Newcomer's perceptions of 
women's roles, but she also shared in the experiences common to the members of the 
IFBFWC, most notably, a college education and teaching. In 1913, Newcomer received a 
Bachelor of Arts degree in Latin and English from Drake University, having earned her 
19 
"Iowa Bureau Farmer and Publicity," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Administrative Reports 1940, 
1942, 1943, IFBF Records. 
20 Bess Newcomer, "Hobby or Heritage: A Tribute to my Country Mother," Iowa Bureau Farmer 2, 
no. 7 (July 1938) 9. 
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tuition by teaching Latin at the Drake Extension High School. She taught for nearly eight 
years at high schools in Iowa, Nebraska, and Missouri, before returning to her family's 120-
acre farm in Moulton. 
In 1922, she married Ralph E. Newcomer, a trainmaster for the Wabash Railroad, and 
they had two sons, Ralph in 1923, and Robert in 1924. The couple resided in Moulton until 
1926, when Ralph received a promotion that required he work in St. Louis, Missouri. In 
1930, he was transferred to Montpelier, Ohio, where he worked until his retirement in the 
mid-1930s. Throughout that time, Newcomer stayed with her sons, ran the family farm in 
Moulton, and increasingly became interested in the Iowa Farm Bureau and the Iowa State 
Extension Service. In 1937, Newcomer replaced Sayre as the Eighth District Committee 
Woman and would serve in this capacity until 1948. 
She was not the only woman writer featured in the Iowa Bureau Farmer, but 
Newcomer was the first woman to be regular columnist. According to Newcomer, she always 
chose her own content and pictures, she was not edited or restricted to length, and her column 
was "not a column for women, as editors' surveys showed men [readers] in equal numbers."21 
The majority of her columns were on the topic of membership, which included commentary 
on the organization, leadership, and the obligations of members. Although she wrote on 
women's concerns, including libraries, nutrition, peace, urban relationships, and education, 
she also wrote on general topics such as taxes, inflation, agriculture, conservation, and labor. 
More important than the topics is the timing of these columns. Early columns tended to focus 
21 Bess Newcomer, Papers. "Prospectus" for My 70-Year Affair with the Wabash, Iowa Women's 
Archives, University of Iowa, Iowa City. The editor's surveys are no longer available to confirm her statements, 
but in the 1943 IFBF Administration Report, the Information Department included a statement specifically 
thanking Newcomer, "whose monthly features have been outstanding." No other writer or contributor received 
such recognition either in 1943 or other years. IFBF Administration Report, Annual Conference, Des Moines, 
Iowa, November 1943. 
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on libraries, citizenship, conservation, building membership, and the war effort, while in the 
immediate post-war years she devoted more attention to education, taxes, family farming, 
and the maintenance of leadership within the organization. This indicates that issues changed 
in their relevance, especially as technology and the modernization of the rural home affected 
how women functioned within the IFBF. 
During the 1930s and 1940s, Farm Bureau women were primarily concerned with the 
standard of living in rural areas. Because most farms lacked electricity, running water, and 
other amenities, the women saw rural conditions as inferior to urban standards. Their 
concerns also included the quality of rural education and health. In 1930, only 24 percent of 
rural homes in Iowa had indoor plumbing, and only 21.4 percent were wired for electricity. 
Even by 1945, only 31 had indoor plumbing and 58 percent had electricity.22 So there was a 
definite need for their activism, and the women considered their work in expanding social 
programs as essential to the IFBF mission to better farm living. 
Farm Bureau women were especially concerned about the lack of "cultured" activities 
for farm families, including reading, music, drama, and other artistic hobbies. In her first 
column, in July 1937, Newcomer urged rural people to take up hobbies as a means to lift 
their spirits and express their connections to farm life. Herself an amateur painter, sculptor, 
poet, and writer, she declared that country people would come together through the 
exhibition of their cultural talents.23 Like Sayre, Newcomer advocated organization and 
centralization as keys to achieving the Women's Committee's goals, and she would always 
22 Katherine Jellison, Entitled to Power, Farm Women and Technology, 1913-1963 (Chapel 
Hill: the University of North Carolina Press, 1993) 154; United States Department of Agricultural Statistics 
(Washington, D.C.: United States Printing Office, 1945) 410 - 411. 
23 Bess Newcomer, "Hobbies and Happiness," Iowa Bureau Farmer 1, no. 7 (July 1937) 7. 
support Sayre as a leader with a natural ability to "gauge the processes of our growing for 
failure to grow."24 
In her efforts to consolidate women's activities, Sayre set aside a day for women's 
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meetings during the IFBF annual conventions, which were usually held in the late fall or 
early winter. Nearly 675 women attended these special sessions in 1940, where they planned 
the year's programs and learned more about the purpose of the organization. In 1941, the 
Women's Committee hosted the first State Camp for Farm Women in order to bring county 
leaders together at a time other than the annual convention. The 173 women who attended 
the first camp slept in bunks at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, and during the weekend visited 
with IFBF leaders, toured the state offices, and selected programs on nutrition and libraries 
for the coming year. Newcomer overwhelmingly approved of the camp's proceedings and 
described how the women developed a new respect for the work of male leaders during their 
visit to the state office. Though the accommodations were rustic, members of the Women's 
Committee found it beneficial to hold a women's meeting entirely removed from IFBF 
conventions, and the summer conference became an annual event.25 In 1942, however, the 
IFBFWC abandoned the bunk beds at the Iowa State Fairgrounds and moved the "camp" to 
the Hotel Kirkwood in Des Moines, where women "enjoyed meals they didn't plan and 
dishes they didn't wash." The hotel staff also welcomed the farm women because they were 
the only guests to make their own beds and leave the rooms spotless. In addition to training 
24 Bess Newcomer, "Farm women put 2 and 2 together and get answer, first state camp for farm 
women proves big success," Iowa Bureau Farmer S, no. 8 (August 1941) 6. 
25 Ibid. No other state Farm Bureaus at this time held such meetings for their women's committees or 
auxiliaries, Iowa was the first to do so. 
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activists, then, the summer conferences would offer women an opportunity to get off the farm 
and remove themselves from their daily responsibilities.26 
One of the first public projects for the Women's Committee was the founding of 
libraries in rural areas. This issue had been on their agenda for a number of years, but in 
1938, and again 1940 and 1941, the Women's Committee took their concerns to the state 
government. In June 1940, Newcomer wrote that "America's very destiny may hinge on 
making sure that he who ploughs also reads," and she argued that only state and federal aid 
help could equalize library services in rural and urban areas. 27 The 1941 Women's 
Committee Handbook stressed that the library programs would ensure not only education, 
but also the preservation of democracy. They called for the establishment of free regional 
libraries, to be staffed by trained librarians, and with an outreach system of bookmobiles and 
branches in schools, stores, gas stations, and other accessible locations.28 
On 20 February 1941, ten committee women visited the state capitol to meet with 
Governor George A. Wilson and several legislators to promote a bill for a "literacy tax," but 
the legislators did not comply. Despite Wilson's argument that defense and agricultural 
issues needed more immediate attention, Newcomer refused to accept this reason, arguing 
that, "We must go on - to quit is not in the fiber of country women. "29 The Women's 
Committee would keep rural libraries and literacy on their agenda through the 1950s, even 
though their proposed legislation would also fail to impress Governors Bourke Hickenlooper 
and Robert D. Blue. They shelved the issue during the Second World War in light of wartime 
26 Bess Newcomer, "We Marshall Our Reserves," Iowa Bureau Farmer 6, no.8 (August 1942) 5. 
27 Bess Newcomer, "Books are Tokens of Mental Riches - Plows, Symbols of Power," Iowa Bureau 
Farmer 7, no 6 (June 1943) 9. 
28 Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women 's Committee Handbook, 1941, IFBF Records. 
29 McDonald, Ruth Buxton Sayre, 64; Bess Newcomer, "Mother Visits the Legislature," Iowa Bureau 
Farmer 5, no. 4 (April 1941) 5. 
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shortages, instead instituting an annual reading contest by township in 1942, and hoping that 
such contests would create a stronger demand for libraries. That same year, the Women's 
Committee also began a scholarship fund to pay for two years of college for promising rural 
youth to become teachers. By the late 1940s, however, the IFBFWC shifted its strategy, and 
instead of regional libraries, it began to focus their efforts on rural school consolidation. 
Meanwhile, the Second World War became a significant factor in the issues the 
IFBFWC chose to address. At the summer conference in 1941, the women adopted the topic 
"Health for National Defense" for the statewide Home Project studies, and for the 1942-1943 
study they developed a "War Emergency Program," which entailed lessons on first-aid, home 
nursing, milk sanitation, and other adjustments for the homemaker in wartime. 30 Though they 
fully supported the war effort, Sayre, Newcomer, and others also spoke out for peace. In June 
1939, Mrs. Rollin Brown wrote an article in the Iowa Bureau Farmer entitled, "World Peace 
Through a Farm Woman's Eyes." Brown had studied the materials on international relations 
provided by the IFBFWC, and argued that while isolation was not a productive response to 
the situation in Europe, neither was war. Iowa farm women, Brown wrote, "would gladly 
make sacrifices, would even go barefoot. . . if they were positive that such a sacrifice would 
save their own sons and other mothers' sons from slaughter."31 That same year, Mrs. George 
Roe of Maquoketa, Iowa, contributed an article titled, "The Farmer's Stake in World Peace." 
Roe pointed to the depression that devastated farmers after the First World War, and wrote 
that world peace meant stability for Iowa farm families. The money that the government 
30 Ruth Sayre, "Women's Committee," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Annual Report (Des Moines: 
Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1942) 15, IFBF Records. 
31 Mrs.Rollin Brown, "World Peace Through a Farm Woman's Eyes," Iowa Bureau Farmer 3, no. 6 
(June 1939) 6. 
misspent on war could otherwise go to public improvements, electrification, education, 
conservation, and stabilizing commodity prices.32 
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Once the United States entered the war in December 1941, reactions were mixed. In 
her January 1942 column, her first following Pearl Harbor, Newcomer wrote without 
patriotic fervor. She was more concerned with how the IFBFWC might adjust programs and 
to what extent it should. Her question as to whether farmers should buy war bonds or pay to 
invest in labor-saving machinery was relevant to many farmers of that time, as was her 
concern for the wartime policies of price supports and prosperity in the post-war years. 33 In 
fact, she addressed this issue more often than she urged farm families to engage in any sort of 
patriotic activities. In her February 1942 column she stated that "Now is the time to start 
planning for the world we want to live in following the war."34 In 1944, she observed that 
many state, county, and township leaders had left the organization to join the armed forces, 
while others stopped participating due to labor shortages on their farms. She wrote that 
meetings had been "curtailed and formal leadership training shelved for the duration," and 
she anxiously wondered where the IFBF would find future leaders. 35 Nonetheless, Newcomer 
was hopeful that the Women's Committee could continue with its programs for rural 
development, which it did, at the same time taking up the cause of the war effort. 
The IFBF overall was supportive of the war effort, and in June 1942 drafted "The 
Iowa Farmer's Victory Pledge" as a response to accusations from urban residents that 
farmers were "complacent." By taking the Iowa Farmer's Victory Pledge, farmers promised 
1939)7. 
32 Mrs. George Roe, "The Farmer 's Stake in World Peace," Iowa Bureau Farmer 3, no.12 (December 
33 Bess Newcomer, "Marble and Mud," Iowa Bureau Farmer 6, no. 1 (January 1942) 6. 
34 Bess Newcomer, "Caught Off Guard!" Iowa Bureau Farmer 6, no. 2 (February 1942) 7. 
35 Bess Newcomer, "Seasoned Timber," Iowa Bureau Farmer 8, no. 5 (May 1944) 5. 
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to maintain food production, buy war bonds, pay taxes (as long as it helped quell inflation), 
support price controls, and support the armed forces. Members of the Executive Committee 
signed a copy of the pledge and sent it to President Franklin Roosevelt. 36 Newcomer 
addressed this problem again in 1944, when she wrote that "Farmers as a class are little given 
to posting public notices of their patriotism." She argued that the American people did not 
recognize agriculture as an essential contributor to the war effort, and that Iowa farmers had 
been cheated out of their deserved place among war workers. Yet, she also urged farm 
families to be more vocal patriots and demand such respect; they should hang service flags in 
their windows and display their Production Certificate Awards, granted by Secretary of 
Agriculture Claude Wickard. 37 
As the government regulated war-time production, the IFBF seized on the opportunity 
to voice political demands and call for greater recognition of agriculture as a viable war 
industry. At the 1941 Annual Convention, the IFBF adopted a resolution declaring that the 
government must balance the needs of industry, labor, and agriculture in order to maintain an 
adequate national defense. 38 Newcomer often referred to the idea that farmers needed to 
"organize" in the same fashion as industrial workers, so that agriculture might reach the 
"prominence-level of industry and labor."39 At the 1943 Annual Convention of the American 
Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF), some farmers complained that government production 
36 "The Iowa Farmer 's Victory Pledge," Iowa Bureau Farmer 6, no. 6 (June 1942) 5. 
37 Bess Newcomer, "Practical Patriotism in War or Peace," Iowa Bureau Farmer 8, no. 10 (October 
1944) 4. 
38 Groves and Thatcher, The First Fifty, 109. 
39 Bess Newcomer, "I am a Farmer," Iowa Bureau Farmer 8, no. 7 (July 1944) 3. Newcomer often 
endorsed organization as a means though which farmers might gain the respect of legislators and labor leaders, 
and this theme was especially prominent in the war years, even when she addressed seemingly umelated topics . 
For example, in June 1944, Newcomer wrote an article on education, and mentioned that "if agriculture is ever 
to take its place alongside industry and labor and be free to organize, to grow and contribute to a higher national 
standard, it must have good rural education." See, Bess Newcomer, "Why Educate Farmers?" Iowa Bureau 
Farmer 8, no. 6 (June 1944) 3. 
demands were unrealistic in light of labor and material shortages, and that industry, which 
siphoned workers from the countryside, benefited at the expense of farm families. 40 
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The language in Farm Bureau literature often resembled that of labor unions, and 
warned farmers that depression would quickly return if they did not consolidate their political 
voice. A 1944 AFBF pamphlet, "Mission for a Million Farmers," showed agriculture as a 
1918 biplane trailing behind two B-29 Superfortresses, Industry and Labor. The pamphlet 
asked "On which side of the fence do you want to be?" For non-cooperators, the future was 
bleak, characterized by rustic living conditions, dilapidated schools, and eroded farm lands. 
For active Farm Bureau members, however, organization implied modernity; electrification 
would mean jobs and leisure, better schools would open the "doorway to college" for all farm 
youth, and conservation programs would ensure rich and productive farms. 41 The IFBF 
hardly desired a return to normalcy after the war, if such normalcy meant a return to the 
conditions of the 1920s and 1930s. 
The IFBFWC also found the war years to be an opportune time to further women's 
essential roles in the IFBF, and they seemed to draw from growing popular opinion that 
elevated the status of women in American society. The members also produced booklets on 
patriotism and wartime responsibilities. In 1943 the Women's Committee Handbook was 
entitled "VICTORY in the Hands of Women," although it still addressed the standard 
programs on health, libraries, music, and organization, rather than mobilization on the home 
front. To this end, Newcomer commented: 
This title does not imply the war is to be won and the after-peace 
dictated by women, but it does hold the promise that peace will come 
40 Bess Newcomer, "Scars and Stars of Agriculture: 25 th Convention of AFBF No Wailing Wall," Iowa 
Bureau Farmer 7, no. 1 (January 1943) 9. 
41 Mission for a Million Farmers (Chicago: American Farm Bureau Federation) 1944. IFBF Records. 
earlier and be a more satisfactory one if our farm women spend every 
energy to help produce more food and fiber and, at the same time, keep 
home and community on an even keel. 42 
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Cooperation with other organizations, including the Red Cross and the Associated Country 
Women of the World (ACWW) formed another part of the women's program. The IFBFWC 
participated in the "Pennies for Friendship" campaign, where for each member of the IFBF it 
contributed one penny to the ACWW toward helping European women. 
Talk of the war was present at the women's summer conferences, where in 1942, the 
women commented on the rationing of canning sugar, of their fears for their young sons, and 
the need to "meet situations that won't stay static," on their farms. By 1943, the number of 
women in attendance grew to 250, with representatives from ninety counties. Despite 
wartime concerns, it was still the only "vacation" many women would get from "the million 
and one little things that are found in the everyday work of a farm wife." That year women 
met with members of the Women's Land Army, toured the state offices, and met with male 
leaders to address the question of women's place in the IFBF. The main consensus, however, 
was that women were still most important in the areas of rural development and membership. 
They addressed the question once again in 1944, and concluded that women's place in the 
organization was "anywhere" because they had "stepped in the shoes still warm from the feet 
of their war-bound men."43 By the following year, however, the women would begin to 
answer that question with increased fervor. 
42 
"VICTORY in the Hands of Farm Women," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's Committee 
Records, Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Records, MS 189, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State 
University, Ames, Iowa (Hereafter referred to as IFBFWC Records); Bess Newcomer, "Please Pass the 
Ammunition!" Iowa Bureau Farmer 7, no. 3 (March 1943) 7. 
43 Bess Newcomer, "Country Culture Clinic," Iowa Bureau Farmer 8, no.8 (August 1944) 5. 
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In 1945, the IFBFWC canceled the summer conference in light of wartime shortages 
and opted instead to hold a series of nine smaller conferences in each district, attended by 
District Committee women and Extension leaders who "rode the circuit." A total of 450 
farm women attended the nine conferences, where Women's Committee leaders found strong 
opinions about women's place not only in the IFBF, but also in the postwar world. At one 
conference in Chariton, Iowa, the women concluded that they had "more to say than they 
used to have" on issues related to agriculture, legislation, and conservation. They declared 
that "women are partly to blame for low standards in farm homes of Iowa, with their silly 
martyr-complex making them feel self-righteous using 'Gay 90's' equipment when the farm 
is highly mechanized." To this Newcomer added that "thinking does not have gender or age," 
and women's activism was essential in maintaining price structure and high incomes.44 
Farm Bureau women seemed to act with new vigor in the immediate post-war years. 
In November 1945, Newcomer wrote that this was the time for increased action, and that no 
farm family could afford to "sit sunning itself in the false glow of a wartime prosperity." She 
challenged the leadership to reach out to farm families and to plan programs with enough 
depth that they "become part of [ farm families] and their bright future. "45 This may be 
attributed to their wartime experiences, but is more likely due to their increased levels of 
organization since 1937, and Sayre's efforts to recruit and train farm women to be active 
members. By 1945, the summer conference had become a regular event, as had separate 
meetings for women at the IFBF annual conferences in Des Moines. At the IFBF annual 
44 Bess Newcomer, "Brain Derbies for Farm Women," Iowa Bureau Farmer 9, no. 8 (August 1945) 6. 
In 1945, wartime shortages also affected the Iowa Bureau Farmer. The magazine had to use a smaller size of 
paper and discontinue using a glossy paper for the cover. "Bureau Farmer Goes to War," Iowa Bureau Farmer 
8, no. 4, (April 1944) 5. 
45 Bess Newcomer, "Parable of the Apple Peddlers," Iowa Bureau Farmer 9, no. 11 (November 1945) 
4. 
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conference in 1945, the Women's Committee chose to focus on programs concerning 
leadership, world relations, public relations, 4-H clubs, health, and education. Such programs 
were hardly new to the IFBFWC, but the prosperity of the war years, combined with fears of 
a post-war depression, prompted them to step up demands for improved standards of living in 
rural areas. 
Building and maintaining an active membership consumed the IFBF and the 
IFBFWC between 1945 and 1950. This was the essential element to achieving the women's 
goals, as civic improvement usually required local consensus. Membership grew 
considerably during the war, rising from 40,590 in 1940 to 90,051 in 1945. In 1946, the IFBF 
set a state quota at 100,000 families, which they achieved by April of that year. In 1947, 
when membership reached nearly 122,000, the IFBF experienced the largest annual increase 
in membership since its founding. 46 Yet, Newcomer often reminded her readers that 
increased membership did not necessarily imply a stronger organization. In April 1946 she 
wrote that "We should be concerned that our organization be fine-textured as well as big." If 
women had regular meetings without a strong action plan, she believed, they were acting 
only as a social club and would fail to make use of opportunities in the Farm Bureau.47 
Again, in November 1946, she reminded leaders that "We cannot afford to let this rich gift of 
voluntary leadership gather dust on the shelf."48 The membership numbers do not indicate 
how many more women became active in the post-war years, but the increased energy of the 
IFBFWC indicates that they surely benefited from the trend. 
46 Robert L.Tontz, "Memberships of General Farmers' Organizations, United States, 1974-
1960," Agricultural History 38, no. 3 (1964): 156; Official Bulletin of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 
(October 1945) l; ( May 1946) 1; (April 1947) 1. 
47 Bess Newcomer, "The Leaven and the Lump," Iowa Bureau Farmer 9, no 4 (April 1946) 14. 
48 Bess Newcomer, "New Blood in Our Veins," Iowa Bureau Farmer 9, no. 11 (November 1946) 9. 
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In 1947, the Women's Committee experienced another change in leadership. During 
the summer conference, Sayre announced her election to the presidency of the Associated 
Country Women of the World (ACWW), and resigned her IFBFWC chairmanship. The 
committee appointed Mrs. Roscoe Eliason, the Seventh District Committeewoman from 
Letts, Iowa to serve the remaining three years of Sayre's term. Because Sayre's programs 
were well established and had the support of the committeewomen, the transition in 
leadership once again appeared seamless. Delegates at the summer conference elected to 
continue the 1947 programs into 1948 with the only change being to expand programs on 
international relations, perhaps because through Sayre they would strengthen their alliance 
with the ACWW. In addition to continuing their contributions to the Pennies for Friendship 
campaign, they called for studies of various countries and trade policies, as well as the 
designation of International Relations Chairmen at the township level. Otherwise, the 
women's program continued to promote leadership, homemaking, youth programs, health, 
fi d · 49 sa ety, an recreation. 
Under Eliason's leadership, education took center stage. She had earned a degree 
from Northwestern University and taught music in public schools for several years before 
marrying. Eliason promoted a scholarship program that funded college educations for rural 
youth interested in becoming teachers, and she sponsored educational radio broadcasts for 
women.50 School consolidation became the central issue in 1946, and with it came debates on 
49 Groves and Thatcher, The First Fifty, 58; "F.B. Women Set 1948 Goals," Official Bulletin of the 
Iowa Farm Bureau Federation (July 1947) I. 
50 Annual Report for Progress , Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1950. Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Records, MS 105, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. The IFBFWC began 
monthly broadcasts on the Ames radio station WOI in April 1948. On the first Tuesday of every month, as part 
of the show "the Women's Forum," hosted by Martha Duncan, the District Committeewomen took turns 
planning and presenting the programs. In their first broadcast, presented by Mrs. C.C. Inman of the Second 
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taxes, rural roads, libraries, and school lunches. According to IFBF member Ellen Hartnett, 
40 percent of rural children never reached high school, and of those who did, only 43 percent 
graduated, while 85 percent of urban children attended high school and 65 percent graduated. 
Hartnett believed that rural people avoided the issue because reorganization would require 
higher taxes to support the required facilities, roads, and personnel, but she argued that once 
they began to lobby for school consolidation, tax laws would also change and the state would 
improve rural roads. 51 In 1948, Newcomer called for immediate reorganization, despite roads 
and tax laws, because while the rural high schools were struggling to retain pupils, they lost 
tuition monies to schools in towns, overcrowded with rural students seeking better 
opportunities. She argued that rural people could not be realistic about maintaining fledgling 
rural schools as long as they sent their children to town for quality high school educations.52 
Education was a central part of all IFBFWC programs, and members continued to work on 
reorganization through the 1950s. 
By the late 1940s, women no longer questioned whether or not they were an integral 
part of the organization, though they continued to reaffirm their place. In 1946, Newcomer 
recognized that women faced limitations with the organization and they shaped IFBF policies 
only indirectly; but rather than blaming men, she attributed women's limitations to the 
unstable state of agriculture. Farm women shared in the work of their husbands, and therefore 
District, the women first recognized the special and rare opportunity for homemakers to "approach a 'live' 
microphone," and then outlined their plans to petition for rural health. The next show in May, presented by 
Christine Floyd Dittmer of the First District, included a discussion on world trade. See, "On the Air!! Farm 
Bureau Women Stage Radio Shows Over WOI Each Month," Iowa Bureau Farmer, 11, no. 5 (May 1948) 32. 
By 1950, the IFBFWC had given scholarships to seventy-two students to become teachers. 
51 Ellen Hartnett, "Are You Ready For Action on School Program?" Official Bulletin of the Iowa Farm 
Bureau Federation, October 1946, 2. That year the Women's Committee celebrated one small step toward 
school improvement when Congress approved the National School Lunch Program, sponsored by the 
Department of Agriculture. Not only did the program guarantee nutritious meals for children from low-income 
families, but it also provided new markets for agricultural produce. 
52 Bess Newcomer, "Rustic Ruminations," Iowa Bureau Farmer 11, no. 9 (September 1948) 15. 
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in the business of farming. "In short," she wrote, "WE BELONG."53 Although their work 
was considered gender appropriate and they did not challenge traditional gender roles, 
women of the IFBFWC demanded that farm women be active in their communities and they 
took a sincere interest in agricultural issues. Sayre, for example, would continually defeat the 
idea of allowing IFBF queen contests, though the idea often came up in Executive 
Committee meetings. She argued that the time and energy required to promote such a contest 
would be more useful elsewhere, and thus such a contest was never approved. 54 The women 
took their roles as educators and social reformers quite seriously, and through the IFBF 
learned leadership and organizational skills they may not have acquired otherwise. 
Yet as they worked to ensure a bright future for agriculture in Iowa, the women of the 
Farm Bureau expressed their notions of class. The most striking example of this was the 
Women's Committee support for Farm Bureau resolutions aimed at reducing tenancy and 
promoting owner-operated farms as the ideal. In 1937, as a response to increased rates of 
tenancy in hard economic times, W.W. Waymack wrote that the standard one-year leases 
conflicted with governmental and IFBF initiatives to conserve soil and resources, and that a 
continuation of the trends toward tenancy would create a "peasant class" among farmers. 55 At 
the IFBF annual convention 1943, the membership passed a resolution that stated, "The 
65,000 Farm Bureau members throughout the state are largely family-type farm operators. 
They have a real appreciation for the soundness of a policy objective which would extend to 
themselves and others the virtues of owner-operatorship." Again, their primary concern was 
the likelihood of another post-war depression, and the idea that tenant farms allowed the 
53 Bess Newcomer, "She Married a Farmer," Iowa Bureau Farmer 9, no. 8 (August 1946) 8. 
54 McDonald, Ruth Buxton Sayre, 59. 
55 W.W. Waymack, "The Land Tennancy Problem Gets National Attention," Iowa Bureau Farmer 1, 
no. 1 (January 1937) 5. 
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unemployed to take up farming. They vigorously opposed any "back-to-the-fann" 
movements, which "might be disastrous to all phases of our economy."56 Policies such as 
these put the IFBF at odds with other farm organizations, most notably, the Iowa Farmers ' 
Union, which had for decades accused the IFBF of placing corporate interests over those of 
farmers. 57 
At the same time, however, women in the two organizations shared the common 
struggle to define roles as members. Women in the IFU operated through an auxiliary, and 
shared no committees with the male leadership. In the March 1942 issue of the Iowa Union 
Farmer, Vera McCrea wrote, 
Back of practically every man who speaks up in a meeting stands a woman 
who has encouraged him to take an active part in the affairs of his organization ... 
Back of practically every member who does not attend meetings, or who, if he does, 
do so perfunctorily and without interest, stands a woman who says: 'Oh, what's the 
use? Why bother?58 
As in the IFBF, women in the IFU considered their membership important as a supportive 
measure and as demonstrative of their interest in furthering agriculture. They may have 
differed significantly in their views of government programs and farm tenancy, but as farm 
women they claimed a stake as essential contributors. 
During the 1950s, the lives and responsibilities of farm women would change 
tremendously as they adopted labor-saving appliances, gardened less, abandoned dairy and 
egg production, and exchanged their roles as producers for roles as consumers and business 
partners. As mentioned in the introduction, historians have debated whether these 
developments strengthened gender roles. In 1949, the Iowa Bureau Farmer introduced a new 
56 "Resolutions, 1920-1951 ," IFBF Records . 
57 See, Dale Kramer, The Truth About the Farm Bureau, (St.Paul: Farmers ' Book Store, 1938). 
58 Vera McCrea, "Ladies Make the Wheel Go Row1d," Iowa Union Farmer (Columbus Junction, Iowa, 
22 March 1941) 3. 
section in the magazine entitled, "The Bureau Farmer's Wife," which included articles of 
specific interest to women. Newcomer's articles, which had previously been featured in the 
opening pages, were then nestled in amongst articles on news of the IFBFWC and other 
women's issues. This was not imposed upon the Farm Bureau women, however, but rather 
came about through the efforts of Marjorie Burke, who worked through the Information 
Department to publicize women's activities. 
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While the older generation of farm women were conscious of substantial changes in 
their lives, the younger generation would have a different idea of women's place on the farm. 
In 1950, Mrs. Harold Ford, chairman of the West Pottawattamie County Women's 
Committee, debated whether 4-H girls should be allowed to raise livestock. Ford argued that 
on one hand, girls should be "trained to be ladies," and ought not compete against boys. They 
should know something about livestock, since it is an important part of farming, but it should 
not be a central part of their 4-H programs. On the other hand, girls should be able to reap 
profits from their 4-H projects, as boys did when they sold their livestock, but they should do 
so only with appropriate projects in the area of home economics. 59 
The following month, Mrs. Carl Fenstermann and Katherine L. Winter wrote letters 
to the Iowa Bureau Farmer with counter arguments. Fensterman stated that farmwives were 
obligated to help their husbands with rotation plans, planting, and livestock investment, and 
that if girls competed against boys in schools, they should be capable of doing so in 4-H 
programs. Such experience would only make them better wives and "partners." Winter 
herself was involved with raising Guernseys as part of a 4-H project, and had realized $700 
in profit from animals she sold. She saw no reason why girls could not compete because "as 
59 
"Should 4-H Girls Raise Livestock?" Iowa Bureau Farmer 13, no. 6 (June 1950) 17. 
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far as competition with boys being unladylike is concerned, if a girl is a lady, environment 
won't make that much difference." Unlike Fensterman, however, Winter did not mention that 
her projects would make her a better wife. Instead, she believed that this was 'just another 
case of equality and women's rights!"60 Such differences in language and approach by young 
and old would present new challenges to the conservative IFBFWC in the coming years, as 
American society began to struggle with the meanings of feminism. 
By 1950, Ruth Sayre and the committee women who helped develop programs in the 
1930s and 1940s either retired or moved on to other organizations. Newcomer resigned as 
the Eighth District Committee Woman in 1948, and because of family-related problems 
discontinued her activities with the IFBFWC in 1950. That year she wrote to Sayre and 
explained that she would miss her Farm Bureau activities, but that she hoped to apply what 
she had learned in her time as a committee woman to local issues. She wrote, 
I'm using my activity on the county school board and tax conference to 
prove the ideas and philosophy you instilled in us were basic and timeless in value. 
Many is the time, as I go about the farm, I marvel at what the years 
under your tutelage mean to me. 61 
Newcomer and Sayre continued to correspond through the 1960s, and they often reflected on 
changes within the IFBFWC, sometimes noting that the current women leaders did not have 
the same energy or desire to better rural life. As she ended her stint as a writer for the Iowa 
Bureau Farmer, Newcomer seemed to become more dismayed with agricultural trends 
toward large, mechanized farms. In her final column, in October 1950, she commented that 
many farmers could not keep up with demands for modernization and that farmers should 
60 Mrs. Carl Fensterman and Katherine L. Winter, "Here's What I Think," Iowa Bureau Fanner 13, no. 
7 (August 1950) 4. 
61 Bess Newcomer to Ruth Sayre, January 1951, Ruth Buxton Sayre, Papers, Iowa State Historical 
Society, Iowa City, Iowa. 
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"discard the fallacy that the most improved farm is the one with the biggest collection of 
merchandise."62 In the next chapter, this study will explore whether conflicts existed between 
men and women as the IFBF and the Extension Service encouraged the growth of farm size, 
and vocational training for farm youth so that they might seek employment outside of 
farming. 
From 1937 to 1950, the IFBFWC consolidated its statewide efforts through standard 
handbooks, women's meetings at the IFBF annual conventions, the summer conferences, and 
articles in the Iowa Bureau Farmer. Under the leadership of Ruth Sayre, Iowa Farm Bureau 
women drew on their experiences of economic hardship, especially during the Great 
Depression, to demand higher standards of living in rural areas. The challenge for the next 
decade was for the IFBFWC to sustain and build on the groundwork that had been 
established, and to decide whether to develop new programs or continue what seemed to 
work. The Farm Bureau women would be put to the test when the IFBF and the Cooperative 
Extension Service severed their official ties in 1954, and women would lose their official 
responsibility for educational programs. Once again, they were forced to redefine their place 
in the IFBF. In the coming decades, women would discover a new purpose in promoting not 
only agriculture, but also traditional values amid swift social change. 
62 Bess Newcomer, "Rustic Ruminations," Iowa Bureau Farmer 13, no. 10 (October 1950) 22. 
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Chapter Three: 
"Keeping Pace with Progress": 
Finding Balance Between Progressivism and Conservativism, 1950-1974 
At their 1966 Summer Conference, the women of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Women's Committee (IFBFWC) presented a skit in celebration of their history. The skit 
featured nine imaginary district chairpersons exploring the archives of the Iowa State 
Historical Society, where the records of the Farm Bureau women were prominently displayed 
beneath a large portrait of Ruth Buxton Sayre. As they browsed through several volumes, the 
women marveled at the simplicity of early activities, such as the construction of mattress and 
dress forms, soap making, and millinery. They also commented on the quaintness of one 
early leader who, in her quest to gain members, "ran the wheels off a Model T Ford." As they 
considered how the lives of farm families had changed since the 1920s, the women sang the 
praises of past leaders who left their "footprints in the sands of time and their dress forms in 
the attic," and had the "foresight and ability to see a better way oflife for rural women." 1 
In 1966, the women of the IFBFWC lived in a vastly different world than their 
predecessors of the 1920s. That year, 98.7 percent oflowa farms had electricity, which 
allowed farm families to invest in household equipment including refrigerators, washing 
• 
machines, vacuums, televisions, and freezers. Such modem conveniences and the broader 
consumption of consumer goods required a greater cash income, and in 1960, nearly 20 
percent of farm women over fourteen years of age held jobs off the farm, compared to just 13 
percent in 1950. Farm women began to share characteristics with urban women partly 
1 
"Skit on the History of the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Women' s Committee Summer Conference (June 1966), Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's Committee 
Records, MS 189, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. (Hereafter cited as 
IFBFWC Records) 
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because they were one in the same; in the postwar period young men increasingly brought 
their "war brides and college sweethearts" back to the farm so that by 1955, two of every 
three farm wives were from towns and cities. At the same time, average farm size in Iowa 
increased from 160 acres in 1950 to nearly 250 acres in 1970, while the number of farmers 
declined. In 1949, farmers constituted.16.3 percent of the American population, but by 1964 
the number had fallen to 6.8 percent. 2 
All of these factors affected how the IFBFWC members chose relevant activities and 
issues. Once they attained a desirable standard of living, their activities moved from concrete 
educational efforts to more abstract and intellectual pursuits. In 1958, for example, an article 
in the Iowa Farm Bureau Spokesman declared that Farm Bureau women had, "graduated 
from 'chief cook and bottle washer' status into full fledged study and action groups which 
tackle problems ranging from world trade to school finance."3 Most importantly, rather than 
seeking further change for rural women, they worked to retain what they had already 
achieved. Between 1950 and 1970, the IFBFWC became a mature organization with 
consolidated leadership networks and set programs. In 1953, the Women's Committee 
operated on a budget of nearly $30,000, more than twice what the Farm Bureau allocated to 
2 United States Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Statistics: 1967 (Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Office, 1967) 573; Willis Goudy, Sandra Charvat Burke, Seung-pyo Hong, Liu Dong 
Wang, Liu Qiang, and John Wallize, Rural/Urban Transitions in Iowa, Census Services, Department of 
Sociology, Iowa State University (1996) 82; Katherine Jellison, Entitled to Power: Farm Women and 
Technology, 1913-1963 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993) 174; Margaret Hanson, Willis 
Goudy, Renea Miller, Sharon Whetstone, Agriculture in Iowa: Trends from 1935 to 1997, Census Services, 
Department of Sociology, Iowa State University ( 1999), 29; United States Department of Agriculture 
Agricultural Statistics, 1965 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1967) 443. With increasing 
electrification of rural homes in Iowa, families did enjoy modern conveniences on a large scale. In 1960, 87.4 
percent oflowa farm homes had piped water, 96.3 percent had a washing machine, 64.3 had a freezer, 91.3 had 
a telephone, and 90.6 had a television. U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1960 Census of Housing (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1963). 
3 "No Problem too Big for Women in the IFBF," Iowa Farm Bureau Spokesman, 24, no 19 (4 January 
1958) 2A. (Articles from the Iowa Farm Bureau Spokesman hereafter cited as Spokesman) 
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the Legislative, Research, and Youth Departments. They also enjoyed a record membership 
numbers. IFBF membership peaked in 1955, with 142,903 members, and in the mid-1960s 
membership numbers stabilized to roughly 113,000.4 Though the organization still 
emphasized membership growth, the IFBF was secure in its position as the largest farm 
organization in the state. 
The IFBFWC did not remain static, however, as it evolved and developed Ruth 
Sayre's notion that farm women should expand their interests beyond family and household. 
The Women's Committee adjusted its programs as agriculture underwent significant change, 
relationships wavered between the Farm Bureau and the Cooperative Extension Service, 
Cold War politics encouraged patriotic fervor, and the social turmoil of the 1960s 
transformed American society. The first major challenge of this period occurred in 1954, 
when federal policy required the Farm Bureau and the Extension Service to sever their ties, 
causing the women to lose their primary responsibility for the educational programs of the 
Home Economics Extension. Yet because the IFBF was no longer obligated to cooperate 
with a government agency, separation offered the IFBFWC members an opportunity to 
express their political views and to become more involved in agricultural issues. Farm 
Bureau women continued to define themselves as agricultural activists, but they remained 
active only within the Women's Committee, dedicated to gender-appropriate issues, such as 
education, health, safety, and public relations. Amid rapid change, the IFBFWC had to find 
balance between their tradition of progressive social activism with conservative reactions to 
the civil disobedience of other groups. The Iowa Farm Bureau Federation (IFBF) never 
4 "Annual Report of Progress," Iowa Farm Bureau Federation (1953), Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Records, MS 105, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. (Hereafter cited as 
IFBF Records) ; Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women 's Committee Handbook (1966), IFBFWC Records. 
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endorsed direct action as an effective form of protest. Rather, the organization promoted 
gradual change through education and the political process. During the 1960s, then, the 
IFBFWC seemed to become increasingly conservative, at least relative to emerging political 
action movements. This perhaps made the organization less appealing to farm women who 
desired a greater political voice or leadership roles within a general organization. 
After twenty years of agricultural depression, prosperity returned to farm families in 
the early 1940s. Between 1940 and 1946, commodity prices increased 138 percent, while the 
average farm income increased by 236 percent. This enabled farmers to invest in more land 
and equipment and to compensate for wartime labor shortages. In the years immediately 
following the Second World War, continued price supports and food relief programs in 
Europe and Asia allayed farmers' fears of a return to the Great Depression. Though farmers 
experienced uncertain years, and even periods of crisis after the Congress voted down the 
Brannan Plan in 1950 and scaled down price supports in 1951, they would not encounter 
hardship akin to that of the 1930s.5 For the shrinking number of people who remained on 
farms, their standard of living changed dramatically. This was especially true for women 
whose work patterns began to reflect a greater dependence on a cash income and consumer 
products. In 1955, Marshall County home economist, Greta W. Bowers, wrote that with 
modernization rural homes became "more attractive" and farm families experienced a greater 
sense of "closeness." In addition, she noted that labor-saving devices provided women with 
5 Patrick H. Mooney and Theo J. Majka, Farmers ' and Farm Worker ' Movements: Social Protest in 
American Agriculture (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995) 90-91. The Brannan Plan, designed by Harry 
Truman's Secretary of Agriculture, Charles Brannan, offered farmers price supports based on volume of 
production as well as direct income supports. Recognizing the trend towards large-scale farming, Brannan 
hoped his plan would help maintain smaller operations. The National Farmers ' Union adamantly supported this 
measure, but the American Farm Bureau Federation did not since they favored limited government intervention. 
The Brannan plan was ultimately the victim of the Cold War and McCarthy era, when conservatives 
suspiciously viewed large government spending plans as being too socialist. 
more time to take on additional responsibilities, including civic affairs, off-farm work, and 
farm and family management. 6 
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Historian Mary Neth argued that within this time period farm women lost their close 
association with agriculture because they no longer retained the status of agricultural 
producer. According to Neth, as technology improved, "women lost their base for economic 
contribution to the farm enterprise." They shopped rather than produced, and they rejected 
the idea that "making do and doing without" could be a source of pride. As a result, women 
could not negotiate effectively for mutual authority within the family because they engaged 
in wage work or housework, "the least valued form[s] of women's labor." Ultimately, farm 
women became "wives more than farm wives."7 Historian Katherine Jellison made a similar 
case, but concluded that farm women resisted the efforts of advertisers and extension 
officials to tum them into full-time homemakers. She argued, "In the post-war era, the tractor 
and the off-farm job merely replaced the poultry house and the garden as symbols of 
women's work beyond the home." Though they were wage earners, farm women used their 
earnings to improve the farming operation and therefore gained a stronger influence in family 
purchasing decisions. 
The activities of the IFBFWC can shed further light on this debate, and reveal how 
the Iowa farm women actively involved with the Farm Bureau embraced multiple identities 
in this period of immense change. They enjoyed modem kitchens and homes, and while 
women's standards and work patterns did change, they did not relinquish their farm identity 
6 "Marshall County," Annual Narrative Reports of County Extension Agents, (State oflowa, 1955), 17 
(Hereafter cited as ANR); The term "farm and family management" refers to keeping accurate accounts, 
establishing retirement plans, making out wills, managing property deeds, and other business aspects of 
farming. 
7 Mary Neth, Preserving the Family Farm, 242-243 ; Jellison, 179. 
in order to embrace the leisurely ideals of urban housewives. Unlike their mothers, farm 
wives of the 1950s lived in a time of transition during which they had a wider variety of 
options between purchasing and producing. For example, they could can their own produce 
or buy pre-packaged food, and they could choose whether to buy or make clothes. They 
could elect whether to perform dairy and poultry work, or whether to find off-farm work to 
procure additional cash income. Having a wider range of options did not appear to keep 
women from associating with their husbands' profession and taking an active interest in 
agricultural issues. In 1950, for example, the IFBFWC launched a massive educational 
campaign on the eradication of Brucellosis, a disease that affected livestock and humans. 
Their efforts earned them a resolution at the 1950 Annual Meeting, in which the IFBF 
"commended" the women for their work. 8 
When the IFBFWC sent a group of sixty-seven farm women to Washington, D.C. in 
1958, they told Congressman Fred Schwengel: 
79 
Most of the tractors on our farms are 'lady broke.' We know what is being planted in 
the northeast '40' this spring and we know whether or not the new alfalfa seeding 
came through the winter. We know what it is to be tired and discouraged and the next 
thing to broke, but we also know the thrill of being close to nature; of working with 
animals; of producing with our own hands ... 9 
Christine Inman, chairperson of the IFBFWC from 1950 to 1956, often reported on 
commodities, production, price controls, and technology in a regular column for the 
Spokesman. In 1954, she attended the annual meeting for the Producers' Commission, where 
she noted the presence of more than 300 farm women. The following year she 
enthusiastically accompanied the IFBF board of directors on visits to cooperative oil 
8 Resolutions, 1921-1950, IFBF Records. 
9 "Women's Point of View," Spokesman 24, no 37 (3 May 1958) 2. 
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refineries and chemical plants in Kansas. In 1955, after she overheard~ implement dealer 
say he would never tell farm women the prices of farm machinery because it would "scare" 
them, she wrote, "Farm women are aware of costs and prices in their close partnership in the 
family farm business and they also have a great deal of influence as to how the farm income 
is spent." 10 
Women from the general membership, who often wrote letters to IFBF President, E. 
Howard Hill, as well as the editor of the Spokesman, also expressed concern for agricultural 
policies. In 1955, Ruth van Alstine of Cedar Rapids offered Hill advice on natural soil 
conservation methods, and even enclosed a pamphlet that she suggested be distributed at 
Farm Bureau meetings. She closed her letter with the comment, "Far-seeing, visionary 
citizens have got to take action." That same year, agricultural surpluses became the leading 
issue in letters to the Spokesman. Mrs. Rose M. Gregory, for instance, urged farmers to 
control production and prevent surpluses, since she believed that over production had a 
detrimental affect on small farmers. As the economic situation deteriorated in 1956, Mrs. L. 
Gustafson of Storm Lake wrote a scathing letter concerning the Secretary of Agriculture Ezra 
Taft Benson, blaming him directly for surpluses and depressed prices. Likewise, Mrs. Horace 
Thie of Mediapolis criticized the IFBF for not working harder to secure better prices, and for 
standing behind Benson who was "so unpopular with the farmer." The same year, when 
Spokesman editor Dan Murphy asked members suggest ways that farmers might improve 
1° Christine Inman, "How do you Decide Whether Money Goes into Farm Machinery or Home?" 
Spokesman 21, no 37 (30 April 1955) 12; "Attends Producers' Commission Annual Meeting at Sioux City," 
Spokesman 20, no 23 (30 January 1954) 4; "Visit to Farm Supply Holdings in Kansas Proves Interesting," 
Spokesman 21, no 32 (2 April, 1955) 12. According to the letters to the editor of the Spokesman, Inman's 
column was immensely popular and well read. In 1954, Mrs. Max B. Bebensee of Council Bluffs, Iowa and 
Mrs. Vera Williams of Grinnell, Iowa, wrote that they turned first to Inman's column whenever a new issue of 
the Spokesman arrived. Mrs. Hartley Mackintosh of Livermore, Iowa wrote that she clipped Inman's columns to 
share with friends, and she thanked Inman for giving her a "renewed faith in our goals ahead." Spokesman 20, 
no. 51 (14 August 1954) 3. 
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rural-urban relations, letters from women poured in and filled the editorial page of the 
Spokesman for two months. One of these women, Mrs. Dean Boilbaugh of Eddyville 
believed that the rapid modernization of agriculture had "confused not only city folks but 
also those ofus who are on the farms." She also suggested the IFBF use modem technology 
to promote farm tours and broadcast panel discussions on television. 11 
In 1960, women continued to voice concern about agricultural surpluses. Mrs. Harold 
W. Olson of Winfield argued that programs to limit production needed to be compulsory 
because farmers, politicians, and middlemen would never cooperate voluntarily. At the end 
of her letter, she added, "I wouldn't be a typical farm wife ifI didn't add the following 
comment: Ifwe ever did find a way to cut farm production, that would be the year we'd have 
a big crop failure. My, what a howling and growling there would be!" Women also 
recognized how new technologies had affected their livlihoods. Mrs. Donald Fredricks, a 
poultry farmer from Wall Lake, believed that poultry farmers lost control of their industry 
once technology and working on contract with large companies allowed them to expand 
operations. She worried that poultry producers would "expand themselves right out of a 
market."12 
Women's vocal concern remained constant through the next decade, and each year 
the IFBFWC renewed a commitment to agricultural issues in their annual programs. In 1964, 
for example, handbook authors asserted, "The women's portion of the program is an integral 
part of the organization. It is not an auxiliary -- farm women ARE JUST AS INTERESTED 
11 Ruth van Alstine to E. Howard Hill (4 October 1955), E. Howard Hill papers, RS 21/7/4, University 
Archives, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa (Hereafter Cited as Hill Papers); Spokesman, 22, 
no 10 (5 November 1955) 2; 22, no 30 (24 March 1956) 4; 23, no.6 (13 October 1965) 4; 23, no. 3 (September 
22, 1956) 4. 
12 Spokesman, 26, no 51 (20 August 1960) 4; Spokesman 28, no 11 ( 18 November 1961) 4; 
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IN good live stock prices, sound reapportionment, and property tax relief as their husbands." 
In this spirit, the IFBFWC established a program to educate pork consumers on tasty recipes 
and long-term storage of the meat, and in 1966, as part of their safety program, the women of 
Buchanan County held a tractor driving school. The driving instructor, Norval Wardle, an 
agricultural engineer from Iowa State University, told the women that they should insist on 
learning how to drive a tractor and should "not expect their husbands to know everything." 
Yet, when Wardle asked the class of sixteen women who among them had experience driving 
a tractor, all sixteen raised their hands.13 
Like Inman had done in the 1950s, Mrs. Herbert Johnson, the IFBF chairperson from 
1966 to 1974, also urged farm women to take a vested interest in agriculture. In 1971 , she 
addressed Iowa congressmen in Washington, D.C., and spoke on inflation, commodity 
prices, and the environment. She expressed pride in the fact that farmers could produce 
enough to "feed the nation," but she urged the congressmen to end price manipulation and 
encourage a competitive market system. Though consumers enjoyed low prices, this did not 
benefit farm families. "You might say consumers are being subsidized in their food 
purchases at the expense oflower income for farmers," Johnson concluded.14 A 1966 USDA 
booklet titled "Women and Cooperatives" highlighted women's roles in marketing. Mrs. 
Lawrence Everett, the wife of an IFBF board member from New Sharon, spoke on the topic 
at several county and township Farm Bureau meetings. She urged women to get involved in 
farmers' cooperatives in order to promote a "free, creative American agriculture." Reactions 
13 Iowa Farm Bureau Women 's Committee Handbook (1964-1965) IFBFWC Records ; "New Ideas 
With Pork," Spokesman 30, no. 21 (25 January 1964) 12; "Rural Women Learn Safe Tractor Operation," 
Spokesman, 33, no 42 (18 June 1966) 12. 
14 
"Effect of Cost Price Squeeze Told to Iowa 's Congressmen," Spokesman 37, no. 35 (1 May 1971) 
16; "Women and Cooperatives," Spokesman 33, no. 25 (19 February 1966) 5. 
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to her talk included comments by women who said they had a new or renewed interest in 
agribusiness. One farm wife told her, "I've always been curious about the business side of 
agriculture but I didn't have the courage to speak up, to ask questions for fear the men would 
think it was none of my business."15 
In other instances, farm wives revealed they were already well aware of their roles in 
farm management. In a letter to the editor of the Spokesman in 1970, Mrs. D. Hutson, a farm 
wife of Logan, wrote about her and her husband's struggle to establish a farming operation. 
Her wages contributed to a down payment on 160 acres of land, and she attended all 
meetings with bankers and lenders. She wrote: "My husband and I worked about 24 hours a 
day trying to make a living ... We have shoveled manure out of the barns 2 feet thick, tried to 
fix old fences, buildings, do chores in winter at night half frozen. I wonder ifwe had it to do 
all over we'd tackle it again." Hutson's letter illustrates that fact that although technology 
greatly improved standards of living, agriculture was still an uncertain and difficult 
enterprise; agricultural policies, credit systems, and market conditions affected the activities 
of men and women alike. Though she worked for wages, Hutson consistently used the 
pronoun "we" when referring to farm work, and none of the women who wrote to the 
Spokesman expressed the idea that their husbands alone held ownership of the farm. This is 
not to imply that mutual marital relationships existed on all farms, however, only that 
technology and improved farm homes did not seem to diminish women's vested interest in 
the farming operation. 16 
15 Spokesman 33, no. 35 (19 February 1966) 4. 
16 Spokesman 36, no. 39 (30 May 1970) 4. 
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As shown in previous chapters, the men of the IFBF welcomed women's participation 
and often relied on women to support membership drives and handle publicity. This did not 
change between 1950 and 1970, as male leaders called on women to be active members of 
the organization. At the 1954 Summer Conference, IFBF President E. Howard Hill called the 
Nineteenth Amendment "one of the seven great documents of the world," and compared it to 
the Declaration of Independence, the Emancipation Proclamation, and the Magna Carta. He 
concluded, "The Women Suffrage Act may be the one which will result in our being able to 
maintain the freedoms established through the first six great documents." Hill retained this 
attitude in another speech at the 1959 Summer Conference. There, he praised the women for 
their part in building the Farm Bureau organization and urged them to speak out on the issue 
of reapportionment, which was the leading political issue in 1960s Iowa. 17 
Ten years later, at the 1969 Summer Conference, IFBF President J. Merrill Anderson 
again welcomed the women with a speech that asked the IFBFWC to communicate with 
consumers and help promote a more favorable image of agriculture. Glen Taylor, the public 
policy director for the IFBF in the late 1960s, often relied on women to take an active role in 
publicity projects. In 1968, he wrote, "Farm Bureau women can and should play a very 
important part in Farm Bureau's political education and citizenship program." In 1970, 
moreover, he urged women to serve on school boards, in the legislature, and in all political 
affairs. He also told the women they should encourage their husbands to be more active in 
the community. Also at the 1970 Summer Conference, Jerry Moser, the IFBF special 
activities director, recognized the dual roles played by women's chairpersons at the county 
17 "Summer Echo," Iowa Fann Bureau Federation Women's Committee Summer Conference (1954) 
IFBFWC Records; "Hill Urges Women to Help Explain Reapportionment Principle," Spokesman 25, no. 44 (4 
July 1959) I; 
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and state levels; on one hand they were in charge of administrating the women's program, 
but on the other they were voting members of the executive boards. He told the women that 
they must "keep their program close to the central thrusts of the organization," and 
emphasize general Farm Bureau programs at women's meetings. 18 
What changed in this period was the fact that male leaders no longer emphasized 
women's special qualities or skills, especially those that made women more apt to tackle 
issues of the home and family. Instead, they began to emphasize women's roles as consumers 
and believed that women were most helpful in promoting understanding between urban 
consumers and rural producers. In 1964, former editor turned columnist, Dan Murphy, 
advised farmers to consider how they might market their products toward a certain "gal," the 
American housewife. He wrote, "Her tastes, habits, customs change. To do business with her, 
we must find out what she wants, where and why she buys." That "gal," he reminded 
farmers, "can make or break us, all by herself."19 Yet this shift in perception did not appear to 
exclude women from the IFBF any more than in the past, but only served to uphold 
traditional gender distinctions within rural families. 
18 "IFBF President Urges Farm Bureau Women to Help Create a Favorable Image for Agriculture," 
Spokesman 35, no. 44 (5 July 1969) 11; Glen Taylor, "Farm Bureau Women have a Role in Political Education, 
Citizenship," Spokesman, 35, no. 26 (24 February 1968) 14; "Continue Community Work FB Women are 
Told," and "Bring Programs Closer Together," Spokesman 36, no. 43 (27 June 1970). The issue of 
reapportionment, or changing legislative representation to reflect shifting proportions of urban and rural 
residents, consumed Iowa politics throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Amendments passed in 1904 and 1928 
provided for a 108-member House and a 50-member Senate. Neither of the amendments made provisions for 
representation based on population; the House consisted of one representative from each county, and two 
representatives from the nine most populous counties, while no county was allowed more than one Senator. 
Beginning in 1950, the IFBF fought efforts to change the legislature to reflect growing urban populations 
because they believed doing so would compromise rural interests. Likewise, urban advocates favored 
reapportionment because they felt the majority of Iowans, who lived in urban areas, were not fairly represented. 
After several plans failed to satisfy major fractions within the state, the Supreme Court resolved the issue in 
1972 by imposing a court-ordered plan. The 1972 plan reorganized both the House and Senate on the basis of 
population, and it set legislative districts according to population deviations ofless than one-tenth of 1 percent, 
making Iowa's legislature the "most equitably districted legislature in the nation." Dorothy Schwieder, Iowa: 
the Middle Land (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1996), 298-301. 
19 Dan Murphy, "An Important Goal," Spokesman 30, no. 31 (4 April 1964) 1. 
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Male leaders considered the IFBFWC as a permanent entity, an.d while they did not 
challenge its place in the IFBF, they not give it any particularly regard. They suggested to 
women that they help spread Farm Bureau principles and even work more closely with the 
main IFBF programs, but they did not encourage women to actively seek leadership positions 
outside of the IFBFWC. With the exception of the legislative, resolutions, and budget 
committees, as well as other temporary committees where women held voting seats, women 
did not generally get involved with the main organization. Women spoke out on agricultural 
issues, and even lobbied for legislation during annual trips to Des Moines and Washington, 
D.C., but they did not take on any additional responsibilities for the administration or 
management of the IFBF beyond the women's committee. The IFBFWC made no demands 
to this effect, and members continued to enthusiastically accept authority over social and 
family issues. 
Historian Susan Lynn has pointed out that although they did not label it "social 
housekeeping," a term for women's activism in Progressive era, women of the 1950s and 
1960s still used domesticity to justify their quest for "social justice and a new world order 
based on peace and international cooperation." Certainly, during this period, the IFBFWC 
agenda became increasingly more complicated and sophisticated, encompassing international 
relations, politics, agricultural policy, safety, rural health, law and order, and the preservation 
of democracy, though the family remained central to their purpose. In a 1966 article aimed at 
women, Mrs. Otto Garrela, the Pocahontas County Women's Chairman, wrote: "The moral 
and religious tone of the nation is set in our homes. This is an old challenge, yet one ever 
new with each generation. This, then, is our first and probably our most important role, to set 
the moral and religious values of our nation." That said, Garrela went on to use this as the 
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reason for women to be involved with family spending decisions, farm management, 
business, marketing, the IFBF, and politics. Farm Bureau women embraced modernity while 
holding on to old ideals; the Progressive era merged with the Space Age in the comments of 
Mrs. Cecil L. Sickels, Ringgold County Women's Chair. In 1961, she wrote that women 
should use the family, where "the ideals which nurture our way of life are conceived," as the 
"launching pad" for all programs. 20 
Farm Bureau women did not shun femininity, and as their desire for modem 
conveniences grew, so did their concerns for personal appearance. Nutrition programs that 
emphasized weight management, both through the Extension Service and the Farm Bureau, 
became popular in the early 1950s. Articles in the Spokesman featured methods on how to 
"Alter Clothes for Your New Figure," while one week, the editor was overwhelmed with 
letters from women asking for information about a "dairy diet," featured the previous week. 
In 1955, Lyon County home economist, Ora B. Moser, considered weight control "one of the 
major activities of the year." Even at the 1970 Summer Conference, the women jokingly 
referred to a reducing salon in the hotel that started a weight-losing contest, with the winner 
earning the "No-belly Award." Comments on clothing and style also appeared on the 
women's page of the Spokesman. Whereas Ruth Sayre had been known for her economical 
clothing and worn winter coat, in 1961, IFBFWC chairperson Mrs. J.S. Van Wert declared, 
"The American farm wife today is as hat-conscious and familiar with the latest in hair-dos 
and clothes as any woman in the city." This is reflected in a 1966 poem by Mrs.Gordon 
20 Susan Lynn, "Gender and Progressive Politics: A Bridge to Social Activism of the 1960s," in Not 
June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960, ed. Joanne Meyerowitz (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1994) 104; Mrs. Otto Garrels, "Role of farmer's wife becomes more important," 
Spokesman 34, no. 1 (9 September 1966) 12; Mrs. Cecil L. Sickels, "Women's Work," Spokesman 27, no. 47 
(29 July 1961) 13. 
Stine, who asked the county women's chairpersons: "So how do you look this morning?/ Is 
your hat sitting true?/ Do you have your gloves and purse?/ And are your shoes shining 
too?"21 
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The IFBFWC carefully balanced such feminine sentiments with agricultural activities 
and with social, political, and personal programs. The committee members promoted voting, 
and beginning in 1950, launched non-partisan "Get Out the Vote" campaigns to register 
voters and increase participation at the polls. They expanded their health programs beyond 
personal hygiene to encompass mental health, alcoholism, doctor-to-patient ratios, and access 
to hospitals. In the immediate post-war years, and continuing through the following decades, 
the IFBFWC stepped up educational programs on international trade and the United Nations, 
with country-by-country studies, and reports from international travelers. One of major 
programs during this time was farm and home safety, with the Farm Bureau women taking 
responsibility for compiling an annual farm safety survey for the state. The comprehensive 
survey recorded specific accidents in the home, with farm machinery, with animals, and on 
rural roads, and it resulted in a movement to investigate and correct intersections. The 
women held defensive driving courses and promoted the use of the orange triangle as a 
symbol for slow moving vehicles. Safety also included educational activities on farm 
chemicals, such as fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides, as well as water testing for 
contaminants. 
21 "Now That You've Lost Weight- Alter Clothes for your New Figure," Spokesman 20, no. 27 (27 
February 1954) 20; Spokesman 20, no. 49 (31 July 1954) 3; "Lyon County," ANR (State oflowa, 1955) 10; 
Julie McDonald, Ruth Buxton Sayre: First Lady of the Farm (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1980) 59; 
"Farm Wives Chic-to-Chic ... " Spokesman 27, no. 29 (18 March 1961) 4; Iowa Farm Bureau Federation 
Women's Committee Handbook (1966-1967) IFBFWC Records . In 1967, Stine wrote another poem dedicated to 
the county women's chairpersons, and this time did not emphasize beauty, but rather skill. She wrote: "You 
were chosen for your ability/ Your talent and your charms,/ And you will head the finest group,/ The women of 
the farms." Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women 's Committee Handbook (1967-1968) IFBFWC Records. 
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All of these projects fell into the women's domain, and although they retained a 
gendered identity, Farm Bureau women did not appear to question their equality either at 
home or in the organization. In 1953, Inman reported on a meeting of the Associated Country 
Women of the World (ACWW) in Toronto, Canada, where there had been heated debate over 
a resolution to promote economic equality for women. Inman herself favored the measure 
and had "always been of the opinion that women were entitled to positions and pay equal to 
men." After some thought, she realized that, "maybe there is sex discrimination here in our 
country, maybe right here in Iowa," but she made no suggestions to correct the situation.22 
One of the main difficulties for the IFBFWC during this time was procuring 
leadership, especially on the local levels. In 1955, in Marshall County, home economist 
Greta W. Bowers reported that her biggest problems were not only training "desirable 
leaders," but then supplying female leaders with the necessary resources to help them "meet 
with their neighbors and share their information." The age of leaders may have been one 
reason for this problem, since many of the leaders in place had long been active in the Farm 
Bureau and had become established fixtures in the minds of many members. In 1955, this 
prompted the IFBFWC to pass a resolution stating, "Leaders are to remain in office as long 
as they grow in ability and not so long as to deprive others of the same opportunity." Aside 
from age, there were also other factors at work. In November 1954, the Secretary of 
Agriculture, Ezra Taft Benson, ordered all private organizations to withdraw financial 
support from the Extension Service in order to make it an independent government body. 
Though Farm Bureau women remained active in Extension programs, they could no longer 
22 Christine Inman, "Women's Rights Motion Beaten, So Discrimination Question Lingers," 
Spokesman 20, no. 8 (17 October 1953) 5. 
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rely on the county home economists to provide leadership training and organizational 
support. This change did not immediately or drastically alter the leadership networks of the 
IFBFWC, but over time it may have hindered the movement of local women leaders to state 
and regional leadership positions. 23 
Under the provisions of the Farm Aid Association Law, passed in 1913, the Extension 
Service and the IFBF enjoyed a close relationship for over forty years. The law required each 
county to create a farm bureau to act as a sponsoring organization, and by 1951, the county 
Farm Bureaus in Iowa provided 34.83 percent of the annual budget for Extension; county 
governments provided 26 percent of the budget, while state and federal funds accounted for 
the remaining 39 percent. As shown in the first chapter, the IFBFWC relied almost 
completely on the efforts of Extension agents to establish the training school system and 
strong leadership networks, while the agents themselves had an active role in securing 
membership numbers. According to historian Dorothy Schwieder, this relationship was a 
"continuing source of controversy and misunderstanding," because many Iowans assumed 
that in order to take advantage of Extension programs they had to be members of the IFBF. 
Agents did little to dispel this misconception because the Farm Bureau not only paid part of 
23 "Marshall County," ANR (State oflowa, 1955) 16; Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women's 
Committee Handbook (1955-1956) IFBFWC Records; Memorandum no. 1368, "Activities of Department 
Employees with Relation to General and Specialized Organization of Farmers," Department of Agriculture, 
Office of the Secretary, Washington (24 November, 1954), IFBF Records. Benson's memorandum forbade 
Extension officials from soliciting memberships for organizations, advocating one farmers' organization as 
being better suited for farmers' needs over another, or accepting "the use of free office space or contributions 
for salary traveling expense from any general or specialized organization of farmers." This memorandum did 
not come as a surprise to Farm Bureau leaders because the USDA had threatened such a measure for many 
years . In 1950, Utah Congressman, Walter K. Granger, introduced a bill to prohibit the use of federal funds for 
extension programs in any state where the Extension Service accepted any funds from a private organization. 
IFBF President E. Howard Hill testified before the House Agriculture Committee in Washington, D.C. on the 
Granger Bill, and argued that the bill's provisions violated states' rights to decide on agricultural programs. He 
addressed the fact that the IFBF would be "much better off financially" if they did not contribute to the 
Extension Service, but that the IFBF believed the relationship to be worth such expenditures. C.M. Wilson, 
IFBF Press Release (29 May 1950), IFBF Records. 
their salary, but in order to qualify for county tax money, the Agents had to secure at least 
two hundred Farm Bureau memberships.24 
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When Benson first ordered the "divorce" between the Farm Bureau and the Extension 
Service, IFBF leaders did not act immediately. Five days after Benson issued his 
memorandum, E. Howard Hill sent a letter to county Farm Bureau presidents advising them 
"not to move to hastily." He wrote: "Any changes that we might decide to make as a result of 
this Policy Statement on the part of the Department of Agriculture would probably involve 
some changes in state legislation. Consequently, no changes could be effective before July 1, 
1955, and even possibly not before Jan 1, 1956." Rather, Farm Bureau leaders put up limited 
resistance, in the form of editorials and internal memoranda, until the Iowa Legislature 
passed the County Agricultural Extension Law, which became effective 1 July 1955. The 
new law required counties to establish county councils (in place of county Farm Bureau 
boards) to oversee Extension programs. Financial gain was the primary reason why the IFBF 
did not launch a fierce campaign against such legislation; they argued that county taxes 
would increase, but the organization stood to save six or seven thousand dollars per county 
per year, a savings that would help the IFBF expand its own programs. 
In addition to the financial benefits, the Farm Bureaus in many counties retained close 
administrative relationships with the Extension Service. For example, in Page County, where 
24 Memorandum: "Funds Expended in 19 51 for County Extension Program," IFBF Records . The dollar 
amounts were as follows: County Farm Bureaus contributed $468,417.06; County governments contributed 
$350,732.31 ; and State and Federal monies added up to $525,444.18, for a total of$1,344, 593.55; Dorothy 
Schwieder, "Cooperative Extension and Rural Iowa: Agricultural Adjustment in the 1950s," Annals of Iowa 51 
(Fall 1992), 606-607. By this time, only Iowa and Illinois maintained a truly cooperative and financially 
dependent relationship with the Extension Service, while nearly every other state either voluntarily ended their 
support, or did so because of state legislation. A 1950 survey by the IFBF found that Farm Bureaus and the 
Extension Services in eight states had "very cooperative" relationships, in seventeen they were described as 
"very close," "varied" in two, "fair" in nine, and "poor" in six. So although Iowa was one of the last states to 
sever financial ties, close relationships continued to exist in other states. Memorandum: "State Farm Bureau -
Extension Relationships,"(1950), IFBF Records. 
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the Farm Bureau and the Extension shared an office building, they simply erected a four-and-
a-half foot partition between their offices. The Extension Service in Black Hawk County, 
unable to purchase office equipment, decided to use Farm Bureau desk lamps and chairs 
"until they could afford to buy new," while in Pocahontas County, the Farm Bureau loaned 
its meeting hall to the Extension Service "without charge." 25 
County Extension workers reported minimal disruption in 1955, when they were 
required to establish the new county councils. In many instances, the first County 
Agricultural Extension Councils consisted of Farm Bureau members who were already 
experienced in the administration of Extension programs, including drawing budgets, hiring 
and firing of county workers, supervising expenditures, and holding elections. In Allamakee 
County, where the change was "willingly and graciously accepted by the people of the 
county," the new county council was made up of "proven leaders who have always taken a 
keen interest and given willingly of their time and effort in carrying out Extension 
programs." In order to select candidates for election to the Appanouse County council, 
Extension personnel selected two men and one woman to serve on a nominating committee. 
Another committee, which included the county Farm Bureau president and women's 
chairperson, then approved the nominations. In the end, candidates included the wives of the 
county Farm Bureau president and vice president, while the wives of many Farm Bureau 
officers served on various committees under the jurisdiction of the council. At least in 
25 E. Howard Hill to County Farm Bureau Presidents (29 November 1954) IFBF Records; Schwieder, 
"Cooperative Extension and Rural Iowa," 606; Harold W. Anderson, IFBF Fieldman, Page County, to Guy 
Gilchrist, IFBF (13 January 1956), IFBF Records; "Black Hawk County," ANR (State oflowa, 1955) 100; 
"Pocahontas County," ANR (State oflowa, 1956) 26. 
Appanouse County, the new county councils seemed to open up leadership opportunities to 
women.26 
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The Extension service also continued to rely on women to carry out their home 
economics programs, as well as their new Family and Home Development Program, which 
encouraged greater cooperation between husbands and wives.27 Many counties set up Family 
Living Committees, which consisted of twelve women, and the chair of the County Farm 
Bureau Women's Committee. Extension directors in Hamilton County and Palo Alto County, 
for example, reported the essential role of Farm Bureau women in promoting home 
economics and training schools, though director R.W. Ashby of Palo Alto County was sure 
to emphasize that there was "no legal connection" between the two organizations. In other 
counties, though, Extension personnel attempted to expand their reach and made greater 
efforts to include women from other farm organizations and urban areas. Members of the 
National Farmers' Organization in Pocahontas County began to attend Extension educational 
programs in 1956, while in East Pottawattamie County, home economist Elizabeth Bornholdt 
was pleased to report that more women from other organizations were participating in the 
Family Living Committee.28 
Though women were often simultaneous members of the County Farm Bureau 
women's committees and Family Living Committees, there still existed the potential for 
26 "Allamakee County," ANR (State oflowa, 1955) 58; "Appanouse County," ANR (State oflowa, 
1955) 33. 
27 The Farm and Home Development Program (FHDP), begun in 1954 and developed though 
successive decades, combined different aspects of the agricultural, home economics, and youth programs. It was 
designed to counsel young families on shared financial decision-making and family goal setting. The program 
encouraged husbands and wives view the farm as a family business, and to work together in managing the farm 
and home. Dorothy Schweider, 75 Years of Service: Cooperative Extension in Iowa (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State 
University Press, 1993) 196. 
28 
"Hamilton County," ANR (State oflowa, 1955) 12; "Palo Alto County," ANR (State of Iowa, 1956) 
23; "Pocahontas County," ANR (State oflowa, 1956) 26; "East Pottawattamie County," ANR (State of Iowa, 
1956) 7. 
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tensions between the two groups. In 1959, for example, Linn County Home Economist Grace 
B. Drenkhahn devoted four pages in her annual narrative report to a conflict between the 
Farm Bureau women and the Family Living Committee over cooperative organizational tea 
parties, intended to bring the two groups together. Instead, women from the Family Living 
Committee believed the Farm Bureau women assumed too much control over the parties by 
arranging speakers and holding elections for officers during the events. Drenkhahn met with 
leaders from each group, and wrote that the Farm Bureau women were "very surprised," to 
learn about the feelings of the Family Living Committee. Rather than canceling the parties, 
the leaders decided to continue; although they still cooperated, they would emphasize the 
distinctions between the committees in order to diffuse widespread confusion about the exact 
nature of their relationship.29 
The creation of Family Living Committees enabled both farm and non-farm women 
to participate on a larger scale without feeling obligated to buy Farm Bureau memberships. 
Though there are no statistics to indicate the proportion of Farm Bureau members who 
participated in Extension programs before and after the separation, the comments of 
Extension personnel and an increase in activities geared toward urban residents would 
indicate that over time Farm Bureau women lost their monopoly on the Extension Service. 
Not only did non-Farm Bureau members assume leadership positions on Family Living 
Committees, but also they were limited to activities on the county level. Between the 1920s 
and early 1950s, when the Farm Bureau women dominated Extension activities, the home 
economists exposed rural women to leadership opportunities that extended from the local to 
the national, and in some cases, the international levels, which ultimately offered mobility for 
29 "Linn County," ANR (State oflowa, 1959) 27. 
farm women to rise through the ranks of the organization. Though the IFBFWC still 
maintained its leadership networks after 1955, and a close relationship with Extension 
personnel, it no longer retained the exclusive right to publicize Farm Bureau activities or 
recruit members. 
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The IFBF attempted to offset this problem in 1955 by creating a Department of 
Leadership. Headed by Fay Meade, the new department took charge of member education, 
distribution of materials, leadership training, and improvement of local meetings. In place of 
Extension-run leadership schools, the IFBF now sponsored local "For'em" ' sessions, 
meetings of eight or twelve families to discuss agricultural and public policy issues. Through 
these family meetings, the Department of Leadership made special efforts to reach out to 
women and to young married couples. Still, throughout the next decade the IFBFWC 
expressed concerns over the pool of potential leaders, especially as the work patterns of farm 
women began to encompass urban wage work. At the1969 Summer Conference, Mrs. 
Frances Mapes and Mrs. Orvie Fischer proposed that county women's committees take more 
steps to recruit farm wives under 30, and to hold evening meetings, or early breakfast 
meetings, in order to accommodate women with off-farmjobs.30 
Despite such efforts, the IFBFWC also contended with social and cultural change that 
challenged their traditionally progressive, yet relatively conservative approach to problems. 
30 "Developing Fann Bureau Leaders is Job for New IFBF Department," Spokesman 21 , no. 32 (I 
January 1955) 3; Summer Conference Booklet, Iowa Farm Bureau Women' s Committee Summer Conference 
(1969) IFBFWC Records. Leaders in either organization never completely severed their ties. Extension Director 
R.K. Bliss did not favor separation from the Farm Bureau, and he continued to contribute articles to the 
Spokesman into the 1960s. As late as 1970, a close relationship between the two organizations was still evident. 
At the 1970 Summer Conference, Louise Rosenfeld, Assistant Director of Extension at Iowa State University 
gave a speech in which she said, "The Farm Bureau women's programming can correlate with extension 
programming. There is a whole set of relationships, so many programs to work with." Despite comments such 
as this, the Fann Bureau had taken over its own leadership training and responsibility for sustaining 
membership, removing the need for Extension support. Summer Conference Booklet, Iowa Farm Bureau 
Women's Committee Summer Conference (1970) IFBFWC Records. 
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The IFBF always adhered to the philosophy that education and legislation were the best 
means through which to promote change. Yet, beginning in the mid-1950s and especially in 
the 1960s, the organization was at odds with groups willing to use direct action. As the 1950s 
began, radical voices in agriculture seemed to fall on deaf ears; Cold war politics greatly 
hindered the Iowa Farmers' Union, and by 1956 the organization counted a membership in 
Iowa of just 1,935 families . This all began to change in the fall of 1955, when drought and 
overproduction resulted in an economic crisis for many Iowa farmers . The price of hogs, for 
example, fell to just ten cents per pound, the lowest since 1933. As mentioned previously, 
many farm women wrote letters to the Spokesman and to E. Howard Hill, expressing their 
frustration over surpluses, depressed prices, and the Farm Bureau's response to the situation. 
In a letter to Hill, for example, Wilma Nissen of Walnut, Iowa questioned Hill ' s disapproval 
of price supports for hogs. A thirty-five year member of the IFBF, she wrote, "I sincerely do 
not believe Farm Bureau is representing the wishes of its members." Other members decided 
to take on a more radical approach to the problem by joining the newly formed National 
Farmers' Organization (NFO). 31 
3 1 Wilma Nissen to E. Howard Hill, Hill Papers. The IFBF generally did not promote price supports 
because they favored limited government intervention; Robert L. Tontz, "Memberships of General Farmers ' 
Organizations, United States, 1974-1960," Agricultural History 38, no. 3 (1964) 155. Beginning in 1950, 
controversy over leadership and political orientation divided IFU members . When IFU president Fred Stover, 
continued to speak out against the Marshall Plan, NATO, the Korean War, and other Truman policies, the 
president of the National Farmers ' Union, Jim Patton, called for Stover' s removal. Patton had changed his 
political views considerably, in order to avoid association with Communist organizations, but in 1950, when he 
asked Iowa members not to re-elect Stover, they not only re-elected him, but also passed a resolution 
demanding an end to the Korean War. Patton then proposed a measure to revoke Iowa 's charter, which passed 
at the 1952 Annual Convention. IFU membership then declined primarily because Stovers ' supporters 
boycotted the official organization, and because some members disagreed with Stover 's politics. Bruce Field, 
"The Price of Dissent: The Iowa Farmers Union and the Early Cold War, 1945-1954," Annals of Iowa 55 
(Winter 1996): 1-23. 
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Initially a grassroots withholding action, the NFO quickly emerged from its origins in 
Coming, Iowa as the "new voice for financially hard-pressed farmers." 32 The organization 
endorsed collective bargaining, boycotts, and the withholding of agricultural products, as the 
most effective ways to secure prices, even though their actions occasionally resulted in 
violence. By 1956, NFO leader Oren Lee Stanley claimed a national membership of 170,000, 
though historian Lowell K. Dyson contended that this figure was greatly exaggerated. 
Official NFO policy kept such numbers secret so that food processors would be uncertain 
about the size of the organization and how much food it produced. The first organization to 
promote militant tactics since the Farmers ' Holiday Association of the 1930s, the NFO 
reintroduced radical farm protest in Iowa. 33 
32 Lowell K. Dyson, "Farmers ' Organizations," The Greenwood Encyclopedia of American Institutions 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1986) 208-209. Though the NFO criticized the IFBF for not acting for the 
interest of farmers , in the 1950s and into the 1960s, there did not appear to be a fixed division between members 
of the two organizations. In January 1956, Hillis R. Wilson, a farmer from Iowa Falls, Iowa wrote an angry 
letter to Hill informing him that he helping to organize the Hardin County NFO. Wilson wrote that he had been 
a charter member of the Benton County, and doubted that anyone had been a Farm Bureau member longer. He 
estimated that the NFO would have 1,100 to 1,200 members in the county, fifty percent of whom also held 
Farm Bureau memberships. The Farm Bureau, Wilson believed, had lost its community emphasis because it had 
taken on a top-down approach, and it no longer listened to its members. Still, he did not wish any ill will on the 
IFBF or on Hill, but only said that the farmers ' main disagreement was over price supports. In closing, Wilson 
offered to take Hill on a tour of the county to talk with farmers ifhe should "doubt the information in this 
letter." 
Likewise, in 1964 Alfred Smith, a farmer from Cascade, Iowa, wrote a letter to the Spokesman wherein 
he described NFO withholding actions in the "northern tier of townships in Dubuque county." A Farm Bureau 
member for ten years, and an NFO member for three, Smith found "over 2,000 head of hogs being held by Farm 
Bureau members as well as others." He called on the Farm Bureau membership to join in the withholding and 
work together in order to save family farms . In his reply to Smith 's letter, however, editor Dan Murphy 
expressed traditional Farm Bureau sentiments, and perhaps only worked to strain relations between the two 
organizations. Murphy called the withholding action a "flop,' and wrote, "I know of no other incident in 
agricultural history which has made genuine cooperation and trust more difficult to reach. Farm Bureau people 
do believe in working together. But not with a fence-cutting tool." Hillis R. Wilson to E. Howard Hill (31 
January 1956) Hill Papers; Spokesman 31 , no 8 (24 October 1964) 4. 
33 Sociologists Denton E. Morrison and Allan D. Steeves challenged the notion that radical farmers and 
struggling farmers were one in the same. In a 1967 article, they speculatively argued that members of the NFO 
were actually "in advantaged farm economic situations," but expressed greater dissatisfaction with marketing 
practices and had higher income aspirations. Because of their high aspirations, they met with greater degrees of 
disappointment in times of economic hardship, and were therefore more likely to employ "drastic means" to 
change the situation. Denton E. Morrison and Allan D. Steeves, "Deprivation, Discontent, and Social 
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The organization sold memberships individually, rather than in.family units, which 
allowed women to join as voting members. They did not establish a ladies' auxiliary or a 
women's committee, but women still appeared to play a supportive role in the NFO. They 
helped maintain the organization's "minuteman system," a telephone and social network that 
enabled leaders to call a protest or strike within a few hours, and they also stood watch 
during withholding actions. Even if women did not join along with male family members, 
they still experienced any acts of violence or vandalism against their families and homes. 
One 1965 television broadcast of a NFO panel discussion featured three farm women who 
spoke briefly about agricultural conditions. Among them was Mrs. Kenneth Johnson, a 
young farmer's wife who worked with her husband to lobby the Iowa legislature. Because 
she was away from home so often, Johnson believed her children suffered as a result her 
work. She believed this a worthy sacrifice, however, because she saw no future for her 
children in farming "unless things change." Most importantly, the NFO offered radical farm 
women an organization where they could freely express their views and participate in 
protests. As demonstrated by various women's letters to Hill and the Spokesman, many farm 
women felt strongly about agricultural problems, and in the NFO they could work 
specifically on those issues. 34 
Movement Participation: Evidence on a Contemporary Farmers' Movement, the NFO," Rural Sociology 32, 
no.4 (1967): 414-434. 
34 Film: Iowa Farm Women (1965), National Farmers' Organization Records, MS 481, Special 
Collections, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. Historians have yet to explore women's involvement in the 
NFO in depth, so there is little information concerning exact numbers of women involved or their 
responsibilities within the organization. There is some indication that membership and voting practices 
indirectly excluded women. According to the 1955 by-laws of the NFO, membership was open to any person 
"engaged in the production of agricultural commodities" and only those who earned "a major portion of his 
income" from farming could fill elective offices ( emphasis added) . Such wording may have excluded many 
women from attaining full membership because they were not considered to be agricultural producers. This is 
evident in the programs from national conventions through the 1960s and 1970s, where NFO leadership was 
entirely male and a few women were visible only in supportive roles. By the end of 2003, transcripts of oral 
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The IFBFWC never commented publicly on the NFO and did not take an official 
stand against their members' activities, but over time members expressed views and 
promoted activities that provided a stark contrast to radicalism and withholding actions. By 
the late 1950s and early 1960s, Farm Bureau women began to speak out on patriotism, to 
warn against the dangers of communism, and to campaign for decency in the media. They 
denounced civil disobedience as un-American and as the first symptom of communist 
infiltration. In 1955, Ella Loughran Brown, a Farm Bureau member and former home 
demonstration agent from Sioux City, wrote a letter to the Spokesman in which she warned 
that Iowa farmers stood "on the brink" of communism. Brown pointed to the problems of 
agricultural surplus and feared government intervention, and she also believed that the 
popularity of Social Security indicated "how easily the Communists can take over a country." 
As part of their educational program on international relations, the IFBFWC produced 
pamphlets that compared economic systems and showed how free enterprise allowed 
democracy to flourish. In 1960, the Farm Bureau women studied "-Isms," including 
capitalism, socialism, and communism, as well as how to recognize "the drift to socialism 
and communism." One of the signs included government price fixing and income supports, 
which the author reasoned, would lead to government ownership of farms and businesses. 35 
histories ofNFO women will be available through the Iowa Women's Archives in Iowa City. These oral 
histories will perhaps be the best source for understanding radical women 's activism, and will provide excellent 
points of comparison with women in the IFBF. 
35 Spokesman 21, no. 30 (19 March 1955) 3; Iowa Farm Bureau Federation Women' s Committee 
Handbook (1960-1961) IFBFWC Records . National leaders supported such ideas. In 1960, the chairman of the 
American Farm Bureau Women's Committee, Mrs. Haven Smith, advised Iowa women to decide policies with 
their heads, not with their heart. She said women needed to be reasonable, while being on guard against "so-
called social approaches to economic issues." At the same time the IFBFWC did not speak out against the Civil 
Rights movement. In fact, the IFBF sympathized with racial minorities by arguing that as a marginalized 
segment of the population, farmers shared their minority status. Bob McMann wrote that like racial minorities, 
farmers had to struggle to achieve protective legislation. "Many Women decide Policies on 'Heart Instead of 
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The IFBFWC also took a practical approach to the problem by promoting civil 
defense and preparing Iowa' s rural population for nuclear war. Their main concern was not 
nuclear annihilation, but the outpouring of evacuees from urban areas to the countryside, 
preserving soil quality, and keeping the food supply not only abundant, but also free from 
nuclear contaminants. An extensive civil defense program first appeared in 1960, when the 
IFBFWC published a handbook on modem warfare, first aid, and survival in case of atomic 
attacks. The handbook suggested that counties hold "Home Preparedness" workshops, and it 
listed numerous pamphlets and films designed specifically for that purpose. In addition, the 
handbook urged women to take action in their communities by working to establish early 
warning systems, shelters, and local plans either for evacuation or acceptance of evacuees. 
That year, the Page County women's committee held a Civil Defense Day, with educational 
films and speakers. The women of Des Moines County set up a Civil Defense book at the 
1960 Burlington Hawkeye Fair, which featured a mock home fallout shelter and "received a 
great deal of comment from fair visitors." The IFBFWC handbooks continued to feature 
various forms of government, and at the 1966 Summer Conference the women heard a 
speaker, Des Moines dentist Robert W. Young, who recently returned from Sweden. Having 
observed socialism first hand in Sweden, Young reported that the people, especially the 
young, lost their individuality, their ingenuity, and their work ethic. 36 
Head," Spokesman 27, no. I 7, (24 December 1960) 10; Bob McMann, "Rights of Minorities," Spokesman 27, 
no. 43 (I July 1961) 1. 
36 "Civil Defense and Mobilization," Iowa Farm Bureau Women' s Committee Handbook (1960-1961) 
IFBFWC Records; "FB Women Hold Civil Defense Day," Spokesman 26, no. 27 (5 March 1960) 18; "Civil 
Defense Booth at 1960 Fair," Spokesman 26, no. 52 (27 August 1960) 18; Civil defense was also directed 
towards the women' s domain as a gender-appropriate project. Political scientist Susan Stoudinger Northcutt has 
argued that during the 1950s and 1960s, the federal government purposely targeted civil defense programs 
women and families in order to drive home fears about atomic attack. Such propaganda "militarized" the home 
and empowered women to take action in protecting their families and their country. Susan Stoudinger 
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By the mid-l 960s, concerns began to shift from the external threat of communism to 
the internal threat of civil disobedience. Surprisingly, in light of their efforts to educate 
members on the dangers of communism, the IFBF did not support U.S. intervention in 
Vietnam when it began to escalate. At the same time, however, members did not condone 
those who protested against it. In 1965, Mrs. Howard Picht of Shell Rock wrote a letter to the 
Spokesman, wherein she demanded a new Constitutional amendment allowing for popular 
votes on declarations of war. Though she could not excuse the burning of draft cards, Picht 
was sympathetic. She asked: "What have [young men] to look forward to when we have a 
bunch of dictators in Washington who are crazy to kill all the communists off and our own 
boys, too, and probably wind up in a world war?" Likewise, editor and columnist Dan 
Murphy reminded members that war protesters were within their rights to disagree with the 
government, but that there were also "thousands of ways to get the attention of the public 
short of defying the government itself." These sentiments did not seem to discriminate 
according to age. In the same issue, Marilyn Oxley, a teenager in Tipton, wrote that men 
should not disobey the law by burning draft cards, but she could "sympathize with the young 
men who fight and even sacrifice their lives, seemingly for nothing."37 
Throughout the duration of the war, members continued to contribute similar 
comments. Following Farm Bureau tradition, members asked for resolutions and legislation 
to resolve their grievances. One 1967 editorial reminded members "dissent must follow 
common sense, good taste and reason and must not be allowed to degenerate into lawlessness 
and it must not be used to trample the rights of others." Most letter writers demanded that the 
Northcutt, "Women and the Bomb: Domestication of the Atomic Bomb in the United States," International 
Social Science Review 74, no. 3-4 (1999) 129-139. 
37 Dan Murphy, "Actions Backfire," and "Our Members Speak Up," Spokesman 33 , no. 13 (27 
November 1965) 1, 4. 
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IFBF take an official stance, and, by 1970, dissent was becoming more apparent. For 
example, William Zenk of Hull asked the IFBF to pass a resolution against the war and 
against the draft. A veteran of the Second World War, he wrote: "We seem to be concerned 
over programs to give us rural people a better life and we are forgetting all about our boys 
that are now and will be in the future fighting a senseless and useless war in Vietnam." Zenk 
proposed a state law making it illegal to "send any boy from Iowa into an undeclared war." 
The following month, Mrs. Kenneth Quaas, of Alburnette, Iowa, enthusiastically praised 
Zenk ' s ideas. She agreed that Farm Bureau members had been "silent too long," but that if 
they closed ranks in opposition to the war, public opinion could be a "powerful force. "38 
The IFBFWC supported the American troops, but it did not speak out in an official 
capacity either for or against American foreign policy in South East Asia. Aside from letters 
to the editor, Farm Bureau women refrained from commenting on the war, and they did not 
write editorials, hold lessons on Vietnam, or invite speakers to their Summer Conference to 
educate women about the conflict. Any women's activities concerning the war were directed 
at assisting the troops. In 1969, for example, the women of Chicksaw County sent reading 
materials to American troops in Vietnam, hoping to establish an informal "circulating 
library." The IFBFWC instead chose to focus on quelling social unrest at home. Members 
38 "Right to dissent," Spokesman 35, no. 14 (9 December 1967) 4; "Concern on Vietnam," Spokesman 
36, no. 32 (11 April 1970) 4; "Strong Public Opinion," Spokesman 36, no. 35 (2 May 1970), 4. Nearly all the 
letters to the Spokesman reflected this sentiment, and IFBF disapproval of direct actions became apparent in 
1970, when student protests erupted on Iowa college campuses. Though there were some demonstrations at 
Iowa State University, the epicenter of student protests was at the University of Iowa. In the spring of 1970, 
some University oflowa students even attempted to block Interstate 80, and the University dismissed classes in 
early May to avoid further incidents. Letters flooded the Spokesman expressing outrage at the educators who 
encouraged students ' actions. Dan Murphy demanded that the students be held legally accountable, and wrote 
"Things have gone much too far when a small minority of students can close down our state schools, blackmail 
our board of regents, terrorize our administrators, burn public buildings, ban the carrying of the American 
flag ... and demand 'amnesty ' for behavior which ranges from merely outrageous to criminal." Schwieder, 
Iowa: The Middle Land, 311 ; Dan Murphy, "A Plan for Order," Spokesman 36, no. 39 (30 May 1970) 12. 
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stepped up patriotic activities, and again, Farm Bureau women used their experiences as 
mothers and members of families to justify their authority over discontented youth. They 
addressed war protests as well as crime, juvenile delinquency, and drug use. As part of their 
campaign to instill law, order, and morality into the lives oflowa's youth, the IFBFWC 
encouraged farm women to speak out against violence on television and in films. Mrs. Walter 
Eller, the District Five Committeewoman, suggested that women write to television stations 
and ask for "good family type programs." The 1970 IFBFWC Handbook encouraged women 
to organize local "Citizens for Decent Literature," committees to counter pornography, and to 
set aside 1 May as "Law Day."39 
Rather than condemning young people, many of the Farm Bureau women reflected on 
how they might reach out to them. In 1966, Mrs. Walter Heuer, the District Six 
Committeewoman, wrote: "Perhaps we, as parents, are also somewhat to blame. Have we 
been so busy amassing material possessions and seeing that our children were in the 'in' 
group that we have neglected to teach them love of God and country?" Mrs. Louis Peterson, 
the District Four Committeewoman, reflected this attitude in 1968 when she wrote: "I am 
concerned lest we have not given [young people] the proper background in discipline, in 
assuming responsibility for the consequences of their actions ... " Peterson still believed that 
the "ballot box," was still the best method to eliminate "crime, including bank robberies, 
kidnapping, arson, murder, rape, broken homes, juvenile delinquency of various forms and 
political skullduggery." Other women, such as Mrs. Edwin Thiemann of Hancock County, 
39 Spokesman 35, no. 45 (12 July 1969) 18; Mrs. Walter Eller, "Building respect for law is community 
need," Spokesman 35, no. 12 (22 November 1969) 10; Iowa Farm Bureau Women's Committee Handbook 
(1970-1971) IFBFWC Records. Mrs. Reinhard Riessen, District Three Committeewoman, encouraged farm 
women to take comfort in the fact that "rural areas have not shown the sharp spiral among the very young that 
urban areas have seen." Mrs. Reinhard Riessen, "A look at youth and civil order," Spokesman 34, no. 44 ( 1 July 
1967) 12. 
urged parents and children alike to "forget the generation gap idea" and.reopen lines of 
communication. She warned adults to first consider how they have set an example before 
passing judgment, and she asked young people to "forgive" the mistakes of the older 
· 40 generation. 
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Farm Bureau women never expressed the idea that the younger generation was lost, 
or without hope. By 197 4, as protests on college campuses tapered off, they seemed to 
reconcile their conservativism with the antics of youth, or at least they approached the 
situation with considerable humor. The 1974 Summer Conference Booklet contained a brief 
article on safety for streakers. They described running around in the nude as a "refreshingly 
non-violent way for boys and girls to air their differences!" Yet they warned streakers to take 
precautions by wearing sneakers, wearing "reflectorized tape" (which was especially 
important for "night streaking"), and watching for "cars, campus excavation holes, wire 
chains," etc. This anecdote was aimed solely at the women attending the conference and was 
probably included in the handbook simply as a touch of humor. Nonetheless, it provides a 
contrast to the women's clear condemnation of student protesters in 1970 and 1971 , and 
shows that they did not remove themselves entirely from the interests of the younger 
· 41 generation. 
The IFBFWC was not the only women's organization to express troubled 
relationships between the older and younger generations. Historian Marie Anne LaBerge 
noted that for urban women's organizations the post-World War II period was an era of 
40 Mrs. Walter Heuer, "Urge FB women to teach patriotism to children," Spokesman 33, no. 28 (12 
March 1966) 10; Mrs. Louis Peterson, "Preparation and training of young adults is reflected in their actions and 
attitudes," Spokesman 35, no. 52 (31 August 1968) 12; Mrs. Edwin Thiemann, "You have to listen to 
communicate," Spokesman 35, no. 47 (26 July 1969) 4. 
41 Summer Conference Booklet (1974) IFBFWC Records. 
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transition, when women who had been active since the 1920s and 1930s passed the torch to 
younger leaders. The success of organizations then depended upon how well the leaders had 
trained the younger women, and this was complicated by the fact that by the mid-1960s, 
younger women looked to new issues and new strategies, including feminism, to define 
h 1 · · 42 t emse ves as activists. 
Articles on the generation gap, written by Farm Bureau women, illustrate that the 
IFBFWC was an organization for mature women, though as the 1970s began, there is little 
evidence to suggest that young Iowa women avoided the IFBFWC because of the 
organization's increasingly conservative agenda. In fact, during this time some members 
began to discuss and embrace some aspects of the women's movement. As shown in the 
writings of Bess Newcomer and Christine Inman, some Farm Bureau women had advocated 
equal pay for equal work since the 1940s and 1950s. In 1969, the women of Clay County 
addressed women's health when they helped to coordinate pap smear test clinics; over the 
course of two weekends, nearly 1,400 women attended the clinics, which were the first of 
their kind in Iowa. At the 1972 Summer Conference, Mrs. Jack Evans in Davenport gave a 
speech in which she encouraged homemakers to create their own unique identities and find 
"inner-happiness," while at the Summer Conference in 1974, a woman identified only as 
Mrs. Conlin, gave a speech specifically about discriminatory laws against women. Conlin 
urged women to challenge the notion that "only the man works on a farm," and ended by 
saying "we need not leave our husbands or quit wearing make-up and bras to join the fight 
for women's rights." Just as they remained silent on many other issues, members of the 
42 Marie Anne LaBerge, "'Seeking a Place to Stand': Political Power and Activism Among Wisconsin 
Women, 1945-1963" (Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1995), 266,281,284. 
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IFBFWC did not enthusiastically take up the feminist cause, but they did begin to address 
violence against women, sexually transmitted diseases, and women's health. Most 
importantly, that fact that they invited speakers on such topics to their conferences indicates 
they were at least interested in learning about contemporary women's issues.43 
For the IFBFWC, the main problem in reaching out to young women was more likely 
associated with the rising average age of the farm operators and decreasing opportunities for 
young people to take up farming. In 1950, the average age of farm operators in Iowa was 46, 
while in 1969 it was 48. This is not a large change in age, but at the same time the number of 
farms decreased from nearly 195,000 in 1950, to 130,000 in 1970. IFBF members often 
expressed alarm at the rising start-up expenses of farming for young families, and as early as 
1953, the organization advocated job training in rural areas in help marginal farmers find 
"opportunities outside of agriculture." Mrs. D. Hutson of Logan, Iowa, whose 1970 letter to 
the Spokesman was mentioned earlier in this chapter, wrote that her greatest frustration as a 
young farmer was the "attitudes of older people in the community," who did not support 
newcomers. Of her relationships with older neighbors, she wrote: 
Younger farmers in this area are few and far between, by which I mean fellows in 
their early 20's. The ones who do farm, their fathers have large holdings, big 
equipment ... Most of the kids who graduate from the school here plan to go to 
college, or simply go to the city to work. The odds are greatly against anyone starting 
to farm. 
43 
"Clay County FB women help promote Pap clinic," Spokesman 35, no. 42 (14 June 1969) 10; 
Summer Conference Booklet (1972) IFBFWC Records; Summer Conference Booklet (1975) IFBFWC Records. 
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In addition, local insurance companies and banks told Hutson and her husband that they were 
not entitled to credit or benefits because they had not been farming long enough and did not 
have enough capital in the business. 44 
Beginning in the 1940s, the IFBF addressed the problems faced by young farmers not 
through the Women's Committee, but rather through young member advisory committees 
and programs for "Young Marrieds" under 30. In 1969, the young member advisory 
committee, which consisted of eight married couples, discussed issues such as land 
ownership versus tenancy, buying and leasing machinery, organizational participation, the 
importance of rural communities, and off-farm work. Like the Extension Service Farm and 
Home Development Program, activities for young couples focused on developing mutual 
decision making and promoting farming as a family business. The IFBFWC members 
extended their support to the "Young Marrieds" programs, but they did not always become 
directly involved. Instead, by the late 1960s, older Farm Bureau women considered these 
programs as stepping-stones; they hoped that young women would develop leadership skills 
as "Young Marrieds," and then become active in county and state Women's Committees 
later. There are no statistics to indicate the average ages of IFBFWC members through the 
years, but it appears that while the farming population aged, the IFBF also enabled young 
44 Hanson, et al, "Agriculture in Iowa: Trends from 1935 to 1997," 25, 32. The average age farm 
operators actually declined slightly between 1974 and 1978, perhaps because this is when the Baby Boom 
generation came of the appropriate age to begin farming , and also this was when high prices allowed for greater 
investment in land and machinery. The average age of farmers did not increase dramatically until the 1980s and 
1990s, when in 1997 the average stood at 52. That year, farm operators under the age of 35 accounted for less 
than 10 percent oflowa farmers , while those over 65 accounted for more than 20 percent; "Farm Bureau's IO-
Point Program for Agricultural Prosperity," (Des Moines: Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 1953), IFBF Records; 
Spokesman 36, no. 39 (May 30, 1970) 4. 
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women to participate programs that were not gender specific. This may have delayed some 
women's participation in IFBFWC activities until they reached an older age.45 
Between 1950 and 1970, the IFBFWC was at once standing still and moving forward ; 
it increasingly clung to the past through gender-specific activities and the ideas of "social 
housekeeping," but it continued to evolve in order to meet the challenges of a changing rural 
society. At the 1964 Summer Conference, Ruth Sayre and a group of nine former 
committeewomen, including Bess Newcomer, addressed the problems of staying current with 
the times. Sayre asked several questions, including, "Are we past the stage where we 
innovate; where we carry sturdy zeal in our efforts to build, to grow; where we face up to a 
new task when the need appears? Or, are we at the stage where growth has been virtually 
complete? Where our programs are the tested and true old programs - and where new ideas 
and new thinking are just a little frightening?" Though she resigned as the IFBFWC 
chairperson in 1947, Sayre continued to influence Farm Bureau women; she had encouraged 
farm women to expand their influence beyond the home, and to address social and 
agricultural issues. For women leaders of the Farm Bureau in the post war-era, Sayre's 
questions became important as they balanced progressivism with conservativism. They 
desired to improve the lives of rural people and develop social programs, but with the advent 
oflabor-saving devices and new technologies, practical household education and lessons on 
"making do" were no longer relevant to many farm women. Separation from the Extension 
45 Summer Conference Booklet, Iowa Farm Bureau Women's Committee Summer Conference (1970) 
IFBFW C Records; "Young people farm because they like it; join farm groups to have stronger voice," 
Spokesman 36, no 8 (18 October 1969) 13. According to the article, of the sixteen men and women on the 
young member advisory committee, several had been to college and half had "some training beyond 
highschool." The committee also represented a cross section of farmers , and included dairy, hog, beef, and grain 
farmers, with holdings ranging from 850 acres to 160 acres . 
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Service further limited opportunities for outreach, while new organizations, such as the NFO, 
challenged the IFBF's place as the voice of agriculture.46 
In response to changing conditions, the IFBFWC changed its programs to encompass 
broader themes such as voting, safety, international relations, political activity, and civil 
defense. Members kept "their thinking geared to change, not change for the sake of change 
but to keep pace with progress." In order to retain members from varied backgrounds, they 
continued to take a non-partisan approach to issues, and encouraged women to be active in 
organizations other than the IFBF. By promoting evening meetings and family gatherings, 
they attempted to address the changing nature of farm women, who took off-farm work in 
greater numbers, and who perhaps no longer felt the need for educational activities. Still, the 
IFBFWC had become a mature organization both in administration and membership; it 
geared its programs toward older adult women, who were becoming the norm in an aging 
farm population. They experienced difficulties in reaching out to young people perhaps 
because farming was not a young person's profession, and also because the IFBF found new 
ways to reach out to young people through mixed programs for men and women.47 
Reflecting on the efforts of early leaders, in 1969 IFBFWC chairperson, Mrs. Herbert 
Johnson, wrote: "Even as we admire our heritage and recall satisfactions from the past, we 
are aware of the challenges which face us in the year just ahead. For it is a grim but bracing 
truth that we must constantly re-vitalize and re-create our cherished ideals." The most 
important challenges that lay ahead had just begun to emerge by 1971. Just as the women of 
the 1950s lived in vastly different ways than had their mothers, so too the women of the 
46 Dan Murphy, "Where are we?" Spokesman 30, no. 44 (4 July 1964) 12. 
47 Ibid. 
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1970s could look back on two decades of change. Although the Vietnal)1 conflict ended and 
student protests tapered off, American society and culture were forever changed by the social 
movements of the 1960s. At the same time, agriculture and technology continued to evolve at 
a fast pace. Subsidies and welfare programs, once feared by the IFBF a symptom of 
socialism, had become permanent fixtures. More and more farming operations relied on 
automated equipment, while it was women who often took charge of using such equipment to 
manage the business affairs of the farm. By 1971, the IFBFWC could look back on fifty 
years of progress, from addressing the simple daily needs of farm women, to seeing several 
leaders find prominence in national and international organizations. The Farm Bureau 
women managed to thrive throughout those five decades, despite depression, war, separation 
from the Extension Service, and social unrest.48 




In the years following her departure from the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation (IFBF), 
Bess Newcomer reminisced happily about her time as a District Committeewoman in her 
occasional letters to Ruth Sayre. In 1966, she wrote, "Weren' t those the days? Nothing 
before or since can compare with our experiences under your leadership. It is truly amazing 
how it has helped in all my subsequent years - it furnished a practical approach college 
education never gave." After she stepped down from the IFBFWC in 1950, Newcomer 
served on the county board of education and the tax conference board, which she found a 
"good proving ground for our basic Farm Bureau beliefs." 
In 1969, when the IFBF celebrated its fiftieth anniversary, Newcomer wrote another 
letter to Sayre in which she expressed surprise that the IFBF gave little attention to women's 
work in its fifty-year celebration. At least this is what she gleaned from the publicity 
distributed "by our own organization." Nonetheless, she celebrated the organization's fiftieth 
anniversary by constructing a personal scrapbook to record her years as an active member, 
showing that although she was no longer active, she still retained ties to the organization. For 
Newcomer, the IFBFWC represented not only organizational involvement, but also personal 
growth and development. Her experiences illustrate how the IFBFWC consistently promoted 
rural women' s activism between 1921 and 1974, and how the women in the organization 
helped set a precedent for women's involvement in agricultural issues. 1 
The story of the IFBFWC shows that farm women's activism in Iowa was generally 
constant, focused on improving rural living conditions, and did not occur only in times of 
1 Bess Newcomer to Ruth Sayre, 15 December 1969; Bess Newcomer to Ruth Sayre, 21 June 1966; 
Newcomer to Sayre, December 1952 Ruth Buxton Sayre Papers, State Historical Society oflowa, Iowa City, 
Iowa. 
crisis. Rather, by the mid-twentieth century, Farm Bureau women enjoyed established 
leadership structures, and based their activities on tried formulas. 
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Anthropologist Deborah Fink stated that the IFBFWC was the "most thriving formal 
organization" throughout the later half of the twentieth century and that the clubs served as 
the primary sources of political information for women who did not usually participate in 
politics. She believed the IFBFWC was successful because its membership consisted of 
middle and upper-class women from larger farms, who were educated and possessed an 
awareness of their potential influence in their communities. Fink also recognized that "even 
the limits of the patriarchal, class-based structure allowed for creativity and a sense of 
accomplishment for those willing to work within them. "2 Yet Fink's analysis, like other 
gender-based studies, emphasized women's limitations, and she argued that female members 
of predominately male organizations bowed "to [a] stereotypical gender hierarchy," acting 
not for their own interests as women, but only in support of the husbands and sons. 
The Women's Committee encouraged traditional gender roles and promoted 
conservative politics, but it did not necessarily relegate women to subordinate positions. The 
organization expected its members to learn about issues, to react to political and social 
conditions, and to act as the public relations arm of the IFBF. This conclusion rests on the 
premise that the term "activism" must extended beyond radicalism, protests, and withholding 
actions, to encompass activities defined as home demonstration programs or educational 
efforts. More importantly, when the term "activism" is applied to rural women's efforts, it 
must not be immediately connected to issues concerning gender equity. 3 Instead, scholars 
2 Deborah Fink, Open Country, Iowa: Rural Women, Tradition, and Change (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1986) 216,217,222. 
3 Ibid., 239. 
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must consider the agricultural context in which farm women worked. Women accepted 
dominion over domestic and social issues because the complimentary nature of the IFBF and 
the IFBFWC mirrored the division of labor on many farms, where men and women focused 
on separate tasks for the sake of the whole. Women's efforts to better rural standards of 
living could not easily be separated from issues concerning commodity prices, production, 
and technology, because those factors directly related to the women's abilities to improve 
homes and communities. 
Though no women were present at the inaugural meeting of the IFBF in 1919, women 
played an essential role in the growth and development of the organization. In its first fifty 
years, members of the IFBFWC worked to address the immediate concerns, as well as the 
social, educational, and political needs of farm women and families. This study illustrates 
that, despite technological and cultural changes, farm women in Iowa retained a vested 
interest in their farming operations, and it also shows that women benefited from gender-
specific activities. Although the IFBF did not offer equal opportunities for women to attain 
leadership positions within the general organization, women still gained leadership and 
networking skills through the women's committees. 
For many farm women, the IFBFWC offered the rare opportunity to participate in 
organizational activities, and the personal meaning this had for many women must not be 
underestimated. Former chairpersons Ruth Sayre, Christine Inman, Mrs. J.S. Van Wert, and 
Mrs. Herbert Johnson, as well as numerous district committeewomen from the 1940s, 1950s, 
and 1960s, attended the summer conferences well into the 1970s. They did so in order to 
reunite with old friends, and to check up on new developments in the organization.4 
Rather than focusing simply upon gender inequities, historians need to reconsider 
how women acted effectively in a society that was not accepting of women's leadership. 
They must also pay attention to the points in time at which this began to change, and how 
women responded to these changes. The fact that early leaders, such as Sarah Richardson, 
were able to establish the IFBFWC as a working committee, and not an auxiliary, is 
significant. This gave women leverage in their requests for budgets, a voting seat on the 
executive committee, and representatives on the legislative and resolutions committees. 
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Though in practice Farm Bureau women did not enjoy true administrative equality, 
they expressed ownership in the organization and took considerable pride in the idea that the 
women's programs were an essential part of the IFBF. Yet, these women consistently viewed 
themselves as homemakers, and even into the 1970s, emphasized their innate expertise as 
women over domestic matters. This aspect of the study may help scholars consider the 
reasons why some women in the late 1970s and 1980s decided to form new organizations. 
For example, women who wished to address feminist or radical issues could not do so within 
the established groups, and as was illustrated in several instances, women who desired to 
promote direct action campaigns could not do so through the IFBFWC. 
This thesis has examined only the fundamental aspects of the IFBFWC and of rural 
women's activism in Iowa. In order to substantiate the conclusions in this thesis, future 
studies on rural women's activism in Iowa will need to incorporate more detailed 
4 Summer Conference Booklet, 1974, 1975, Iowa Farm Bureau Women's Committee, Records, MS 
189, Special Collections, Parks Library, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. 
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organizational records, statistical analyses, and oral histories. Oral histories can provide the 
information impossible to derive from organizational documents and other written sources. 
Researchers may learn how activists perceived their activities, their degrees of success, and 
the extent of their disappointments. Personal accounts could also substantiate the evolution of 
activism and show how women developed leadership skills and social networks through the 
decades. Because so little has been written on rural Iowa women activists, oral histories 
should assume a high level of importance among the available sources and should play an 
integral role into any further research on this topic.5 
Since 1970, the IFBFWC has retained many of its traditions and programs, including 
the summer conferences, scholarship programs, and the Pennies for Friendship Campaign, 
now called the National/International Friendship Fund. Farm Bureau women have continued 
to work on behalf of agriculture, especially in educating non-farm populations on agricultural 
issues. At the annual business meeting in 2002, for example, members of the IFBFWC heard 
a speaker on value-added agriculture, who encouraged the women to take an active role in 
the growth of their farming operations. As it always has, the IFBFWC continues to evolve 
and adapt to changes in agriculture, politics, and society. During the farm crisis of the 1980s, 
as more women sought off-farm work to secure a better income, fewer women participated in 
Farm Bureau activities, while members worked to make their programs relevant to 
agriculture's changing situation. 
An ongoing challenge for the IFBFWC is to promote issues and activities that are 
significant to farm women, especially younger women who are no longer drawn to gender-
5 For additional oral history collections see Becky Wilson Hawbacker, "Oral History Interviews with 
Iowa Women: A Survey of Collections in Iowa," Annals of Iowa, 53, 2 (1994): 246-264. Hawbaker analyzed 
several local, county, and state oral history collections, most notably the collections housed at the State 
Historical Society oflowa in Iowa City, which includes interviews with farm women and century farm owners. 
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based organizations. Only fifty counties currently have active women' s <;:ommittees, and 
securing new members of all ages has again become a major concern for the organization. By 
the late 1990s, only five midwestem state Farm Bureaus retained their Women's 
Committees; the others dissolved their women's committees, and in the case of Missouri, 
established a Promotion and Education Committee, or in Illinois, issue-oriented Action 
Teams, for both men and women. The Missouri Farm Bureau, for example, acted in response 
to increasing numbers of women who served as county presidents and commodity 
chairpersons, and who argued that gender specific activities no longer suited their interests. 
In 1999 and 2000, the IFBF convened focus groups of members across the state to discuss 
these trends, but ultimately decided to maintain the women's program.6 
The Farm Bureau continued women's programs in Iowa because IFBFWC leaders 
and network systems remain stable, while members still emphasize the importance of 
volunteerism in building leadership and membership. As it always has, the IFBFWC offers 
farm women an opportunity to work for agricultural issues, to promote farming to the non-
farm public, and to secure a stable income for farm families . Members of the IFBFWC still 
endeavor to balance tradition with change, as they work closely with other departments in the 
Farm Bureau in order to stay current on issues, policies, and programs. In the coming 
decades, members of the IFBFWC will face the challenges that accompany an older 
membership base, as well as the fact that half of the counties in Iowa remain unorganized, yet 
regardless of whether or not the IFBFWC survives as a working committee in the coming 
6 Iowa Farm Bureau Federation to author, 3 March 2003 ; Missouri Farm Bureau to author, 8 January 
2003 ; Illinois Farm Bureau to author, 15 January 2003 . 
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